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Most of the chapters of this book have been published as sepa- 
rate essays; but I offer it to the reader, not as a miscellaneous 
collection, but as a book, a book with a defined objective and a 
deliberate plan. I have attempted to examine, in terms of a 
common approach, a number of celebrated English poems, 
taken in chronological order, from the Elizabethan period to 
the present. Whether or not the approach is really a common 
approach, and whether or not the examination reveals that the 
poems possess some common structural properties, are matters 
for the reader to determine. The last chapter attempts some 
generalizations upon these properties, and upon the character- 
istic structure of poetry. 

There is something to be said, I think, for thus exhibiting the 
concrete examples on which the generalizations are to be based. 
If this procedure is frankly part of a strategy for securing con- 
viction, it also constitutes, I may point out, something of a 
check on the generalizations made in the final chapter— a means 
of testing them. I could even hope that, if the worst came to the 
worst and the account of poetic structure itself had to be re- 
jected, some of the examples might survive the rejection as in- 
dependent readings of the poems concerned. At all events, the 
readings represent an honest attempt to work close to specific 
texts. , , 

Yet, even when relieved by the concrete instances that precede 
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it, the final chapter may seem to some readers irritatingly ab- 
stract. I am sorry that this must be so. I quite agi'ee that poetry 
is a “natural” activity, one of the fundamental human activities, 
and not an esoteric one. But I would point out that it is pre- 
cisely our basic concerns w;liich— like the indispensable terms of 
language— are hardest to define. The common-sense view of 
poetry works very well on some levels; but when we come to 
inquire into the essential nature of poetry, it does not work at 
all— it raises far more problems than it solves. Nevertheless, X 
have decided to relegate the more technical parts of this discus- 
sion to an appendix where they will be available for those 
readers who are interested, but will intrude as little as possible 
on the book proper. 

A more formidable objection to the plan of the book might 
be that I have taken too little into account the historical back- 
grounds of the poems I have discussed. An adequate answer to 
this charge will have to be furnished by the book itself, but I 
should like to forestall some misapprehensions, here and now. 
If literary history has not been emphasized in the pages that 
follow, it is not because I discount its importance, or because 
I have failed to take it into account. It is rather that I have been 
anxious to see what residuum, if any, is left after we have re- 
ferred the poem to its cultural matrix. 

The temper of our times is strongly relativistic. We have had 
impressed upon us the necessity for reading a poem in terms 
of its historical context, and that kind of reading has been car- 
ried on so successfully that some of us have been tempted to 
feel that it is the only kind of reading possible. We tend to say 
that every poem is an expression of its age; that we must be 
careful to ask of it only what its own age asked; that we must 
judge it only by the canons of its age. Any attempt to view it 
sub specie aetemitatis, we feel, must result in illusion. 

Perhaps it must. Yet, if poetry exists as poetry in any mean- 
ingful sense, the attempt must be made. Otherwise the poetry of 
the past becomes significant merely as cultural anthropology, 
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and the poetry of the present, merely as a political, or religious, 
or moral instrument. If one consults the typical practice in 
teaching literature and the behavior of the more popular critics, 
particularly through the war years, he will find plenty of evi- 
dence for the truth of this statement. 


The whole matter bears very definitely on the much adver- 
tised demise of the Humanities. This book does not claim to 



how that resuscitation is to be effected. But the question as to 
whether the critic can make normative Judgments does touch 
the heart of the matter; so too, the related question as to whether 
a poem represents anything more universal than the expression 
of the particular values of its time. 

The men whose poems are considered in this book evidently 
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new awareness of the importance of metaphor—if it is actually 
new, and if its character is really that of a freshened awareness— 
what this new awareness of metaphor results in when applied 
to poets other than Donne and his followers is therefore a mat- 
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conscious conceits at all. Indeed, for the average reader the con- 
nection between spontaneity and seriously imaginative poetry 
is so strong that he will probably reject as preposterous any 
account of Shakespeare’s poetry which sees an elaborate pattern 
in the imagery. He will reject it because to accept it means for 
him the assumption that the writer was not a fervent poet but 
a pretematurally cold and self-conscious monster. 

Poems are certainly not made by formula and blueprint. One 
rightly holds suspect a critical interpretation that implies that 
they are. Shakespeare, we may be sure, was no such monster of 
calculation. But neither, for that matter, was Donne. Even in 
Donne’s poetry, the elaborated and logically deveiojl>ed compari- ^ 
sons are outnumbered by the abrupt and succinct comparisons 
—by what T. S. Eliot has called the “telescoped conceits.” More- 
over, the extended comparisons themselves are frequently knit 
together in the sudden and apparently uncalculated fashion of 
the telescoped images; and if one examines the way in which the 
famous compass comparison is related to the rest of the poem 
in which it occurs, he may feel that even this elaborately “logi- 
cal” figure was probably the result of a happy accident. 

The truth of the matter is that we know very little of the 
various poets’ methods of composition, and that what may seem 
to us the product of deliberate choice may well have been as 
“spontaneous” as anything else in the poem. Certainly, the gen- 1 
eral vigor of metaphor in the Elizabethan period— as testified to I 

by pamphlets, sermons, and plays— should warn us against put- I 
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The Naked Baba and ihe Cloak of Manliness 
ting the literature of that period at the mercy of our own per- 
sonal theories of poetic composition. In any case, we shall prob- 
ably speculate to better advantage~if speculate we must— on the 
possible significant interrelations of image with image rather 
than on the possible amount of pen-biting which the interrela- 
tions may have cost the author. 

I do not intend, however, to beg the case by oversimplifying 
the relation between Shakespeare’s intricate figures and Donne’s. 
There are most important diflEerences; and, indeed, Shakespeare’s 
very similarities to the witty poets will, for many readers, tell 
against the thesis proposed here. For those instances in which 
Shakespeare most obviously resembles the witty poets occur in 
the earlier plays or in Venus and Adonis and The Rape of 
Luctece; and these we are inclined to dismiss as early experi- 
ments— trial pieces from the Shakespearean workshop. We de- 
mand, quite properly, instances from the great style of the later 
plays. 

Still, we will do well not to forget the witty examples in the 
poems and earlier plays. They indicate that Shakespeare is in 
the beginning not too far removed from Donne, and that, for 
certain effects at least, he was willing to play with the witty 
comparison. Dr, Johnson, in teasing the metaphysical poets for 
their fanciful conceits on the subject of tears, might well have 
added instances from Shakespeare. One remembers, for exam- 
ple, from Venus and Adonis: 

O, how her eyes and tears did lend and borrow! 

Her eyes seen in her tears, tears in her eye; 

Both crystals, where they view'd each other's sorrow . ... 

Or, that more exquisite instance which Shakespeare, perhaps 
half-smiling, provided for the King in Love's Labor's Lost: 

So sweet a kiss the golden sun gives not 
To those pesh morning drops upon the rose, 

As thy eye-beams, when their fresh rays have smote 



And they thy glory through my grief will show: 
But do not love thyself— then thou wilt keep 
My tears for glasses, and still make me weep. 


But Berowne, we know, at the end of the play, foreswears all 
such 

Taffeta phrases, silken terms precise, 

Three-piled hyperboles, spruce affectation. 

Figures pedantical. ... 

in favor of “russet yeas and honest kersey noes.” It is sometimes 
assumed that Shakespeare did the same thing in his later dramas, 
and certainly the epithet "tafieta phrases” does not describe the 
great style oiMacbeth and Lean Theirs is assuredly of a tougher 
fabric. But “russet” and “honest kersey” do not describe it 
either. The weaving was not so simple as that. 


The weaving was very intricate indeed— if anything, more 
rather than less intricate than that of Venus and Adonis, though 
obviously the pattern was fashioned in accordance with other 



The Naked lake sad the Cieoik of Menliacis 25 

instinct to realize, in the imagery itself, that “constant interven- 
tion and running comment by tone, look and gesture” ordinarily 
provided by the actor, and that Shakespeare's imagery becomes 
under this prompting “a series and never broken chain . . . al- 
ways vivid and, because unbroken, often minute. . . Coleridge 
goes on, a few sentences later, to emphasize further "the per- 
petual activity of attention required on the part of the reader, 
... the rapid Sow, the quick change, and the playful nature 
of the thoughts and images.” 

These characteristics, Coleridge hastens to say, are not in 
themselves enough to make superlative poetry. “They become 
proofs of original genius only as far as they are modified by a 
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speare’s mature style. If it is accurate, we shall expect to find, 
even in the mature poetry, the “never broken chain” of images, 
“always vivid and, because unbroken, often minute,” but we 
shall expect to find the individual images, not mechanically 
linked together in the mode of Fancy, but organically related, 
modified by “a predominant passion,” and mutually modifying 
each other. 

T. S. Eliot has remarked that “The difference between imagi- 
nation and fancy, in view of [the] poetry of wit, is a very narrow 
one.” If I have interpreted Coleridge correctly, he is saying that 
in Shakespeare’s greatest work, the distinction lapses altogether 
—or rather, that one is caught up and merged in the other. As 
his latest champion, I. A. Richards, observes: “Coleridge often 
insisted— and would have insisted still more often had he been 
a better judge of his reader’s capacity for misunderstanding— 
that Fancy and Imagination are not exclusive of, or inimical to, 
one another.” 

I began by suggesting that our reading of Donne might con- 
tribute something to our reading of Shakespeare, though I tried 
to make plain the fact that I had no design of trying to turn 
Shakespeare into Donne, or— what I regard as nonsense— of try- 
ing to exalt Donne above Shakespeare. I have in mind specifi- 
cally some such matter as this: that since the Songs and Sonets 
of Donne, no less than Venus and Adonis, requires a “perpetual 
activity of attention ... on the part of the reader from the rapid 
flow, the quick change, and the playful nature of the thoughts 
and images,” the discipline gained from reading Donne may 
allow us to see more clearly the survival of such qualities in the 
later style of Shakespeare. And, again, I have in mind some 
such matter as this: that if a reading of Donne has taught us 
that the “rapid flow, the quick change, and the playful nature 
of the thoughts and images”— qualities which we are all too 
prone to associate merely with the fancy— can, on occasion, tahe 
on imaginative power, we may, thus taught, better appreciate 
details in Shakespeare which we shall otherwise dismiss as 
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The Naked Sake and the Cloak of Manliness 
merely fanciful, or, what is more likely, which we shall simply 
ignore altogether. 

With Donne, of course, the chains of imagery, “always vivid” 
and “often minute” are perfectly evident. For many readers 
they are all too evident. The difficulty is not to prove that they 
exist, but that, on occasion, they may subserve a more imagina- 
tive unity. With Shakespeare, the difficulty may well be to prove 
that the chains exist at ail. In general, we may say, Shakespeare 
has made it relatively easy for his admirers to choose what they 
like and neglect what they like. What he gives on one or another 
level is usually so magnificent that the reader finds it easy to 
ignore other levels. 

Yet there are passages not easy to ignore and on which even 
critics with the conventional interests have been forced to com- 
ment. One of these passages occurs in Macbeth, Act I, Scene vii, 
where Macbeth compares the pity for his victim-to-be, Duncan, to 

a naked new-born babe, 

Striding the blast, or heaven’s cherubim, hors'd 
Upon the sightless couriers of the air . . . 

The comparison is odd, to say the least. Is the babe natural or 
supernatural— an ordinary, helpless baby, who, as newborn, 
could not, of course, even toddle, much less stride the blast? Or 
is it some infant Hercules, quite capable of striding the blast, 
but, since it is powerful and not helpless, hardly the typical 
pitiable object? 

Shakespeare seems bent upon having it both ways— and, if we 
read on through the passage— bent upon having the best of both 
worlds; for he proceeds to give us the option: pity is like the 
babe “or heaven’s cherubim” who quite appropriately, of 
course, do ride the blast. Yet, even if we waive the question of 
the legitimacy of the alternative (of which Shakespeare so 

my 
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than the cherab? Does Shakespeare mean for pity or for fear of 
retribution to be dominant in Macbeth’s mind? 

Or is it possible that Shakespeare could not make up his own 
mind? Was he merely writing hastily and loosely, letting the 
word “pity” suggest the typically pitiable object, the babe naked 
in the blast, and then, stirred by the vague notion that some 
threat to Macbeth should be hinted, using “heaven’s cherubim” 
—already suggested by “babe”— to convey the hint? Is the pas- 
sage vague or precise? Loosely or tightly organized? Comments 
upon the passage have ranged all the way from one critic’s call- 
ing it “pure rant, and intended to be so” to another’s laudation: 
“Either like a mortal babe, terrible in helplessness; or like 
heaven’s angel-children, mighty in love and compassion. This 
magnificent passage . . 

An even more interesting, and perhaps more disturbing pas- 
sage in the play is that in which Macbeth describes his discovery 
of the murder: 

Here lay Duncan, 

His silver skin la(fd with his golden blood; 

And his gash'd stabs, look'd like a breach in nature 
For ruin's wasteful entrance: there, the murderers, 
Steep'd in the colours of their trade, their daggers 
Unmannerly breech'd with gore. . . . 

It is amusing to watch the textual critics, particularly those of 
the eighteenth century, fight a stubborn rear-guard action against 
the acceptance of “breech’d.” Warburton emended “breech’d” 
to “reech’d”; Johnson, to “drench’d”; Seward, to “hatch’d.” 
Other critics argued that the breeches implied were really the 
handles of the daggers, and that, accordingly, “breech’d” actu- 
ally here meant “sheathed.” The Variorum page witnesses the 
desperate character of the defense, but die position has had to 
be yielded, after all. T he Shakespeare Glossary defines “breech’d” 
as meaning “covered as with breeches,” and thus leaves the poet 
committed to a reading which must still shock the average 
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reader as much as it shocked that nineteenth-century critic who 
pronounced upon it as follows: “A metaphor must not be fer- 
fetched nor dwell upon the details of a disgusting picture, as 
in these lines. There is little, and that far-fetched, similarity 
between gold lace and blood, or between bloody daggers and 
breech’d legs. The slightness of the similarity, recalling the 
greatness of the dissimilarity, disgusts us with the attempted 
comparison.” 

The two passages are not of the utmost importance, I dare 
say, though the speeches (of which each is a part) are put in 
Macbeth’s mouth and come at moments of great dramatic ten- 
sion in the play. Yet, in neither case is there any warrant for 
thinking that Shakespeare was not trying to write as well as 
he could. Moreover, whether we like it or not, the imagery is 
fairly typical of Shakespeare’s mature style. Either passage 
ought to raise some qualms among those who retreat to Shake- 
speare’s authority when they seek to urge the claims of “noble 
simplicity.” They are hardly simple. Yet it is possible that such 
passages as these may illustrate another poetic resource, another 
type of imagery which, even in spite of its apparent violence 
and complication, Shakespeare could absorb into the total 
structure of his work. 

Shakespeare, I repeat, is not Donne— is a much greater poet 
than Donne; yet the example of his typical handling of imagery 
will scarcely render support to the usual attacks on Donne’s 
imagery— for, with regard to the two passages in question, the 
second one, at any rate, is about as strained as Donne is at his 
most extreme pitch. I 

Yet I think that Shakespeare’s daggers attired in their bloody 
breeches can be defended as poetry, and as characteristically 
Shakespearean poetry. Furthermore, both this passage and that 
about the newborn babe, it seems to me, are for more than 
excrescences, mere extravagances of detail: each, it seems to me, 
contains a central symbol of the play, and symbols which we 
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must understand if we are to understand either the detailed 
passage or the play as a whole. 

If this be true, then more is at stake than the merit of the 
quoted lines taken as lines. (The lines as constituting mere 
details of a larger structure could, of course, be omitted in the 
acting of the play without seriously damaging the total effect 
of the tragedy— though this argument obviously cuts two ways. 
Whole scenes, and admittedly fine scenes, might also be omitted 
—have in fact been omitted— without quite destroying the mas- 
sive structure of the tragedy.) What is at stake is the whole 
matter of the relation of Shakespeare’s imagery to the total 
structures of the plays themselves. 

I should like to use the passages as convenient points of 
entry into the larger symbols which dominate the play. They 
are convenient because, even if we judge them to be faulty, 
they demonstrate how obsessive for Shakespeare the symbols 
were— they demonstrate how far the conscious (or unconscious) 
symbolism could take him. 

If we see how the passages are related to these symbols, and 
they to the tragedy as a whole, the main matter is achieved; 
and having seen this, if we still prefer “to wish the lines away," 
that, of course, is our privilege. In the meantime, we may have 
learned something about Shakespeare’s methods— not merely of 
building metaphors— but of encompassing his larger meanings. 

One of the most startling things which has come out of Miss 
Spurgeon’s book on Shakespeare’s imagery is her discovery of 
the “old clothes’’ imagery in Macbeth. As she points out: “The 
idea constantly recurs that Macbeth’s new honours sit ill upon 
him, like a loose and badly fitting garment, belonging to some- 
one else.’’ And she goes on to quote passage after passage in 
which the idea is expressed. But, though we are all in Miss 
Spurgeon’s debt for having pointed this out, one has to observe 
that Miss Spurgeon has hardly explored the full implications 
of her discovery. Perhaps her interest in classifying and cata- 
loguing the imagery of the plays has obscured for her some of 
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the larger and more important relationships. At any rate, for 
reasons to be given below, she has realized only a part of the 
potentialities of her discovery. 

Her comment on the clothes imagery reaches its climax with 
the following paragraphs: 

And, at the end, when the tyrant is at bay at Dunsinane, 
and the English troops are advancing, the Scottish lords 
still have this image in their minds. Caithness sees him as 
a man vainly trying to fcisten a large garment on him with 
too small a belt: 

He cannot buckle his distemper’d cause 
Within the belt of rule; 

while Angus, in a similar image, vividly sums up the es* 
sence of what they all have been thinking ever since Mac- 
beth’s accession to power: 

now does he feel his title 
Hang loose about him, like a giant^s robe 
Upon a dwarfish thief. 

This imaginative picture of a small, ignoble man encum- 
bered and degraded by garments unsuited to him, should 
be put against the view emphasized by some critics (no- 
tably Coleridge and Bradley) of the likeness between Mac- 
beth and Milton's Satan in grandeur and sublimity. 

Undoubtedly Macbeth ... is great, magnificently great 
. . . But he could never be put beside, say, Hamlet or 
Othello, in nobility of nature; and there is an aspect in 
which he is but a poor, vain, cruel, treacherous creature, 
snatching ruthlessly over the dead bodies of kinsman and 
Mend at place and power he is utterly unfitted to possess. 
It is worth remembering that it is thus that Shakespeare, 
with his unshrinking clarity of vision, repeatedly sees him. 
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But this is to make primary what is only one aspect of the 
old-clothes imagery! And there is no warrant for interpreting 
the garment imagery as used by Macbeth’s enemies, Caithness 
and Angus, to mean that Shakespeare sees Macbeth as a poor 
and somewhat comic figure. 

The crucial point of the comparison, it seems to me, lies not 
in the smallness of the man and the largeness of the robes, but 
rather in the fact that— whether the man be large or small— 
these are not his garments; in Macbeth’s case they are actually 
stolen garments. Macbeth is uncomfortable in them because 
he is continually conscious of the fact that they do not belong 
to him. There is a further point, and it is one of the utmost 
importance; the oldest symbol for the hypocrite is that of the 
man who cloaks his true nature under a disguise. Macbeth 
loathes playing the part of the hypocrite— and actually does not 
play it too well. If we keep this in mind as we look back at the 
instances of the garment images which Miss Spurgeon has col- 
lected for us, we shall see that the pattern of imagery becomes 
very rich indeed. Macbeth says in Act I: 

The Thane of Cawdor lives: why do you dress me 
In borrow’d robes? 

Macbeth at this point wants no honors that are not honestly his. 
Banquo says in Act I: 

New honours come upon him. 

Like our strange garments, cleave not to their mould. 

But with the aid of use. 

But Banquo's remark, one must observe, is not censorious. It 
is indeed a compliment to say of one that he wears new honors 
with some awkwardness. The observation becomes ironical 
only in terms of what is to occur later. 

Macbeth says in Act I: 

He hath honoured me of late; and I have bought 
Golden opinions from all sorts of people. 



TIte Naked Babe and Hie Cioek «f Manliness SI 

Which would be worn now in their newest gloss, 

Not cast aside so soon. 

Macbeth here is proud of his new clothes: he is happy to wear 
what he has truly earned. It is the part of simple good hus- 
bandry not to throw aside these new garments and replace 
them with robes stolen from Duncan. 

But Macbeth has already been wearing Duncan’s garments 
in anticipation, as his wife implies in the metaphor with which 
she answers him: 

Was the hope drunk. 

Wherein you dress’d yourself? 

(The metaphor may seem hopelessly mixed, and a full and 
accurate analysis of such mixed metaphors in terms of the 
premises of Shakepeare’s style waits upon some critic who will 
have to consider not only this passage but many more like it in 
Shakespeare.) For our purposes here, however, one may observe 
that the psychological line, the line of the basic symbolism, 
runs on unbroken. A man dressed in a drunken hope is garbed 
in strange attire indeed— a ridiculous dress which accords thor- 
oughly with the contemptuous picture that Lady Macbeth 
wishes to evoke. Macbeth’s earlier dream of glory has been a 
drunken fantasy merely, if he iinches from action now. 

But the series of garment metaphors which run through the 
play is paralleled by a series of masking or cloaking images 
which— if we free ourselves of Miss Spurgeon’s rather mechan- 
ical scheme of classiScation— show themselves to be merely 
variants of the garments which hide none too well his disgrace- 
ful self. He is consciously hiding that self throughout the play. 

“False face must hide what the false heart doth know,” he 
counsels Lady Macbeth before the murder of Duncan; and 
later, just before the murder of Banquo, he invokes night to 
“Scarf up the eye of pitiful day.” 

One of the most powerful of these cloaking images is given 
to Lady Macbeth in the famous speech in Act I: 
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Come, thick night, 

And pall thee in the dunnest smoke of hell. 

That my keen knife see not the mound it makes. 

Nor heaven peep through the blanket of the dark, 

To cry, ^‘Hold, Holdr 

I suppose that it is natural to conceive the “keen knife” here 
as held in her own hand. Lady Macbeth is capable of wielding 
it. And in this interpretation, the imagery is thoroughly sig- 
nificant. Night is to be doubly black so that not even her knife 
may see the wound it makes. But I think that there is good 
warrant for regarding her “keen knife” as Macbeth himself. 
She has just, a few lines above, given her analysis of Macbeth’s 
character as one who would “not play false,/ And yet [would] 
wrongly win.” To bring him to the point of action, she will 
have to “chastise [him] with the valour of [her] tongue.” There 
is good reason, then, for her to invoke night to become blacker 
still—to pall itself in the “dunnest smoke of hell.” For night 
must not only screen the deed from the eye of heaven—conceal 
it at least until it is too late for heaven to call out to Macbeth 
“Hold, Hold!” Lady Macbeth would have night blanket the 
deed from the hesitant doer. The imagery thus repeats and re- 
inforces the substance of Macbeth’s anguished aside uttered in 
the preceding scene: 

Let not light see my black and deep desires; 

The eye wink at the hand; yet let that be 

Which the eye fears, when it is done, to see. 

I do not know whether “blanket” and “pall” qualify as gar- 
ment metaphors in Miss Spurgeon’s classification: yet one is 
the clothing of sleep, and the other, the clothing of death— they 
are the appropriate garments of night; and they carry on an 
important aspect of the general clothes imagery. It is not neces- 
sary to attempt to give here an exhaustive list of instances of 
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the garment metaphor; but one should say a word about the 
remarkable passage in II, iii. 

Here, after the discovery of Duncan’s murder, Banquo says 

And when we have our naked frailties hid, 

That suffer in exposure, let us meet, 

And question this most bloody piece of work— 

that is, “When we have clothed ourselves against the chill morn- 
ing air, let us meet to discuss this bloody piece of work.” Mac- 
beth answers, as if his subconscious mind were already taking 
Banquo’s innocent phrase, “naked frailties,” in a deeper, ironic 
sense: 

Let's briefly put on manly readiness. ... 

It is ironic; for the “manly readiness” which he urges the other 
lords to put on, is, in his own case, a hypocrite’s garment: he 
can only pretend to be the loyal, grief-stricken liege who is 
almost unstrung by the horror of Duncan’s murder. 

But the word “manly” carries still a further ironic impli- 
cation; earlier, Macbeth had told Lady Macbeth that he dared 

do all that may become a man; 

Who dares do more is none. 

Under the weight of her reproaches of cowardice, however, he 
has dared do more, and has become less than a man, a beast. 
He has already laid aside, therefore, one kind of “manly readi- 
ness” and has assumed another: he has garbed himself in a 
sterner composure than that which he counsels to his fellows— 
the hard and inhuman “manly readiness” of the resolved mur- 
.derer. ■ " ' , 

The clothes imagery, used sometimes with emphasis on one 
t^pect of it, sometimes, on another, does pervade the play. And 
it should be evident that the daggers “breech’d with gore”— 
though Miss Spurgeon does not include the passage in her exam- 
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pies of clothes imagery— represent one more variant of this gen- 
eral symbol. Consider the passage once more: 

Here lay Duncan^ 

His silver skin lac’d with his golden blood; 

And his gash’d stabs look’d like a breach in nature 
For ruin’s wasteful entrance: there, the murderers, 
Steep’d in the colours of their trade, their daggers 
Unmannerly breech’d with gore 

The clothes imagery runs throughout the passage; the body 
of tlie king is dressed in the most precious of garments, the 
blood royal itself; and the daggers too are dressed— in the same 
garment. The daggers, “naked” except for their lower parts 
which are reddened with blood, are like men in “unmannerly” 
dress— men, naked except for their red breeches, lying beside 
the red-handed grooms. The figure, though vivid, is fantastic; 
granted. But the basis for the comparison is not slight and ad- 
ventitious. The metaphor fits the real situation on the deepest 
levels. As Macbeth and Lennox burst into the room, they find 
the daggers wearing, as Macbeth knows all too well, a horrible 
masquerade. They have been carefully “clothed” to play a part. 
They are not honest daggers, honorably naked in readiness to 
guard the king, or, “mannerly” clothed in their own sheaths. 
Yet the disguise which they wear will enable Macbeth to assume 
the robes of Duncan— robes to which he is no more entitled 
than are the daggers to the royal garments which they now 
wear, grotesquely. 

The reader will, of course, make up his own mind as to the 
value of the passage. But the metaphor in question, in the light 
of the other garment imagery, cannot be dismissed as merely a 
strained ingenuity, irrelevant to the play. And the reader who 
does accept it as poetry will probably be that reader who knows 
the play best, not the reader who knows it slightly and regards 
Shakespeare’s poetry as a rhetoric more or less loosely draped 
over the “content” of the play. 
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And now what can be said of pity, the “naked new-born 
babe”? Though Miss Spurgeon does not note it (since the gov- 
erning scheme of her book would have hardly allowed her to 
see it), there are, by the way, a great many references to babes 
in this play— references which occur on a number of levels. The 
babe appears sometimes as a character, such as Macduff’s child; 
sometimes as a symbol, like the crowned babe and the bloody 
babe which are raised by the witches on the occasion of Mac- 
beth’s visit to them; sometimes, in a metaphor, as in the passage 
under discussion. The number of such references can hardly be 
accidental; and the babe turns out to be, as a matter of fact, 
perhaps the most powerful sy mbol in the traged y. 

But to see this fully, it will be necessary to review the mo- 
tivation of the play. The stimulus to Duncan’s murder, as we 
know, was the prophecy of the Weird Sisters. But Macbeth’s 
subsequent career of bloodshed stems from the same prophecy. 
Macbeth was to have the crown, but the crown was to pass to 
Banquo’s children. The second part of the prophecy, troubles 
Macbeth from the start, it does not oppress him, however, until 
the crown has been won. But from this point on, the effect of 
the prophecy is to hurry Macbeth into action and more action 
until he is finally precipitated into ruin. 

We need not spend much time in speculating on whether 
Macbeth, had he been content with Duncan’s murder, had he 
tempted fate no further, had he been willing to court the favor 
of his nobles, might not have died peaceably in bed. We are 
dealing, not with history, but with a play. Yet, even in history 
the usurper sometimes succeeds; and he sometimes succeeds on 
the stage. Shakespeare himself knew of, and wrote plays about, 
usurpers who successfully maintained possession of the crown. 
But, in any case, this much is plain: the train of murders into 
which Macbeth launches aggravates suspicions of his guilt and 
alienates the nobles. 

Yet, a Macbeth who could act once, and then settle down to 
enjoy the fruits of this one attempt to meddle with the future 
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would, of course, not be Macbeth. For it is not merely his great 
imagination and his warrior courage in defeat which redeem 
him for tragedy and place him beside the other great tragic pro- 
tagonists: rather, it is his attempt to conquer the future, an 
attempt involving him, like Oedipus, in a desperate struggle 
with fate itself. It is this which holds our imaginative sympathy, 
even after he has degenerated into a bloody tyrant and has be- 
come the slayer of Macduff’s wife and children. 

To sum up, there can be no question that Macbeth stands at 
the height of his power after his murder of Duncan, and that 
the plan— as outlined by Lady Macbeth— has been relatively 
successful. The road turns toward disaster only when Macbeth 
decides to murder Banquo. Why does he make this decision? 
Shakespeare has pointed up the basic motivation very carefully: 

Then prophet-like, 

They hail’d him father to a line of kings. 

Upon my head they placed a fruitless crown, 

And put a barren sceptre in my gripe. 

Thence to be wrench’d with a unlineal hand. 

No son of mine succeeding. Ift be so, 

For Banquo’s issue have I fil’d my mind; 

For them the gracious Duncan have I murdefd; 

Put rancours in the vessel of my peace 
Only for them; and mine eternal jewel 
Given to the common enemy of man. 

To make them kings, the seed of Banquo kings! 

Presumably, Macbeth had entered upon his course from sheer 
personal ambition. Ironically, it is the more human part of 
Macbeth— his desire to have more than a limited personal satis- 
faction, his desire to found a line, his wish to pass something on 
to later generations— which prompts him to dispose of Banquo. 
There is, of course, a resentment against Banquo, but that re- 
sentment is itself closely related to Macbeth’s desire to found a 
dynasty, Banquo, who has risked nothing, who has remained 
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upright, who has not defiled himself, will have kings for chil- 
dren; Macbeth, none. Again, ironically, the Weird Sisters who 
have given Macbeth, so he has thought, the priceless gift of 
knowledge of the future, have given the real future to Banquo. 

So Banquo’s murder is decided upon, and accomplished. But 
Banquo’s son escapes, and once more, the future has eluded 
Macbeth. The murder of Banquo thus becomes almost mean- 
ingless. This general point may be obvious enough, but we shall 
do well to note some of the further ways in which Shakespeare 
has pointed up the significance of Macbeth’s war with the fu- 
ture. 

When Macbeth, at the beginning of Scene vii. Act I, contem- 
plate Duncan’s murder, it is the future over which he agonizes: 

If it were done, when ’tis done, then ’twere well 
It were done quickly; if the assassination 
Could trammel up the consequence, and catch 
With his surcease success; that but this blow 
Might be the be-all and the end-all here. . . . 

But the continuum of time cannot be partitioned off; the future 
is implicit in the present. There is no net strong enough to 
trammel up the consequence— not even in this world. 

Lady Macbeth, of course, has fewer qualms. When Macbeth 
hesitates to repudiate the duties which he owes Duncan— duties 
which, by some accident of imagery perhaps— I hesitate to press 
the significance— he has earlier actually called “children”— Lady 
Macbeth cries out that she is willing to crush her own child in 
order to gain the crown: 

I have given suck, and know 
How tender *tis to love the babe that milks me; 

I would; while it was smiling in my face, 

Have pluck’d my nipple from his boneless gums 
And dash’d the brains out, had I so sworn as you 
Have done to this. 


40 


Tise Wall Wrougljt Ura 

Robert Penn Warren has made the penetrating observation 
that all of Shakespeare’s villains are rationalists. Lady Macbeth 
is certainly of their company. She knows what she wants; and 
she is ruthless in her consideration of means. She will always 
“catch the nearest way.” This is not to say that she ignores the 
problem of scruples, or that she is ready to oversimplify psycho- 
logical complexities. But scruples are to be used to entangle 
one’s enemies. One is not to become tangled in the mesh of 
scruples himself. Even though she loves her husband and though 
her ambition for herself is a part of her ambition for him, still 
she seems willing to consider even Macbeth at times as pure 
instrument, playing upon his hopes and fears and pride. 

Her rationalism is quite sincere. She is apparently thoroughly 
honest in declaring that 

The sleeping and the dead 
Are but as pictures; ’tis the eye of childhood 
That fears a painted devil. If he do bleed. 

I’ll gild the faces of the grooms withal, 

For it must seem their guilt. 

For her, there is no moral order: guilt is something like gilt- 
one can wash it off or paint it on. Her pun is not frivolous and 
it is deeply expressive. 

Lady Macbeth abjures all pity; she is willing to unsex herself; 
and her continual taunt to jMacbeth, when he falters, is that he 
is acting like a baby—not like a man. This “manhood” Macbeth 
tries to learn. He is a dogged pupil. For that reason he is almost 
pathetic when the shallow rationalism which his wife urges 
upon him fails. His tone is almost one of puzzled bewilderment 
at nature’s unfairness in failing to play the ^me according to 
the rules— the rules which have applied to other murders: 

the time has been. 

That, when the brains were outi the man would die. 

And there an end; but now they rise again. .. . 
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Yet, after the harrowing scene, Macbeth can say, with a sort of 
dogged weariness: 

Come, we’ll to sleep. My strange and self-abuse 

Is the initiate fear that wants hard use: 

We are yet but young in deed. 

Ironically, Macbeth is still echoing the dominant metaphor of 
Lady Macbeth’s reproach. He has not yet attained to “man- 
hood”; that must be the explanation. He has not yet succeeded 
in hardening himself into something inhuman. 

Tempted by the Weird Sisters and urged on by his wife, 
Macbeth is thus caught between the irrational and the rational. 
There is a sense, of course, in which every man is caught be- 
tween them. Man must try to predict and plan and control his 
destiny. That is man’s fate; and the struggle, if he is to realize 
himself as a man, cannot be avoided. The question, of course, 
which has always interested the tragic dramatist involves the 
terms on which the struggle is accepted and the protagonist’s 
attitude toward fate and toward himself. Macbeth in his gen- 
eral concern for the future is typical~is Every Man. He becomes 
the typical tragic protagonist when he yields to pride and kybris. 
The occasion for temptation is offered by the prophecy of the 
Weird Sisters. They offer him knowledge which cannot be ar- 
rived at rationally. They offer a key— if only a partial key— to what 
is otherwise unpredictable. Lady Macbeth, on the other hand, 
by employing a ruthless clarity of perception, by discounting 
all emotional claims, offers him the promise of bringing about 
the course of events which he desires. 

Now, in the middle of the play, though he has not lost con- 
fidence and though, as he himself says, there can be no turning 
back, doubts have begun to arise; and he returns to the Weird 
Sisters to secure unambiguous answers to his fears. But, pathet- 
ically and ironically for Macbeth, in returning to the Weird 
Sisters, he is really trying to impose rationality on what sets 
itself forth plainly as irrational: that is, Macbeth would force a 
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rigid control on a future which, by definition—by the very fact 
that the Weird Sisters already know it— stands beyond his mani- 
pulation. 

It is because of his hopes for his own children and his fears 
of Banquo’s that he has returned to the witches for counsel. 

is altogether appropriate, therefore, that two of the appari- 
tions by which their counsel is revealed should be babes, the 
crowned babe and the bloody babe. 

For the babe signifies the future which Macbeth would con- 
trol and cannot control. It is the unpredictable thing itself— 
as Yeats has put it magnificently, “The uncontrollable mystery 
on the bestial floor.” It is the one thing that can justify, even 
in Macbeth’s mind, the murders which he has committed. Ear- 
lier in the play, Macbeth had declared that if the deed could 
“trammel up the consequence,” he would be willing to “jump 
the life to come.” But he cannot jump the life to come. In his 
own terms he is betrayed. For it is idle to speak of jumping the 
life to come if one yearns to found a line of kings. It is the babe 
s= that betrays Macbeth— his own babes, most of all. 

The logic of Macbeth’s distraught mind, thus, forces him to 
make war on children, a war which in itself reflects his despera- 
tion and is a confession of weakness. Macbeth’s ruffians, for 
example, break into Macduff’s casde and kill his wife and chil- 
dren. The scene in which the innocent child prattles with his 
mother about his absent father, and then is murdered, is typical 
Shakespearean “fourth act” pathos. But the pathos is not ad- 
ventitious; the scene ties into the inner symbolism of the play. 

" For the child, in its helplessness, defies the murderers. Its defi- 
ance testifies to the force which threatens Macbeth and which 
Macbeth cannot destroy. 

But we are not, of course, to placard the child as The Future 
in a rather stiff and mechanical allegory. Macbeth is no such 
allegory, ^hakespeare’s s^bols are richer and more flexible 
I than that:^The babe signifies not only the future; it symbolizes 
fall those enlarging purposes which make life meaningful, and 
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jit symbolizes, furthermore, all those emotional and— to Lady 
, Macbeth— irrational ties which make man more than a machine 
j— which render him human. It si^gnifi es pre-eminently the pi ty 
which Macbeth, under Lady Macbeth’s tutelage, would wean 
himself of as something "unmanly.” Lady Macbeth’s great 
speeches early in the play become brilliantly ironical when we 
realize that Shakespeare is using the same symbol for the unpre- 
dictable future that he uses for human compassion. Lady Mac- 
beth is willing to go to any length to grasp the future: she would 
willingly dash out the brains of her own child if it stood in her 
way to that future. But this is to repudiate the future, for the 
child is its symbol^ 

Shakespeare does not, of course, limit himself to the sym- 
bolism of the child: he makes use of other symbols of growth 
and development, notably that of the plant. And this plant 
symbolism patterns itself to reflect the development of the play. 
For example, Banquo says to the Weird Sisters, early in the play: 

^ If you can look into the seeds of time^ 

And say which grain will grow and which will not, 

Speak then to me. ... 

A little later, on welcoming Macbeth, Duncan says to him: 

1 have begun to plant thee, and will labour 
To make thee full of growing. 

After the murder of Duncan, Macbeth falls into the same meta- 
phor when he comes to resolve on Banquo’s death. The Weird 
Sisters, he reflects, had hailed Banquo as 

... father to a line of kings. 

Upon my head they placed a fruitless crown, 

And put a barren sceptre in my gripe. . . . 

Late in the play, Macbeth sees himself as the winter-stricken 
„ tree: , 
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J I have liv'd long enough: my way of life 
Is fall’n into the sear, the yellow leaf. . . . 

The plant symbolism, then, supplements the child symbolism. 
At points it merges with it, as when Macbeth ponders bitterly 
that he has damned himself 

■^To make them kings , the seed of Banquo kings! 

And, in at least one brilliant example, the plant symbolism 
unites with the clothes symbolism. It is a crowning irony that 
one of the Weird Sisters’ prophecies on which Macbeth has 
staked his hopes is fulfilled when Bimam Wood comes to Dun- 
sinane. For, in a sense, Macbeth is here hoist on his own petard. 
Macbeth, who has invoked night to “S carf up j ^ tender eye 
of pitiful day ,” and who has, again andagainTused'Tfie “false 
face” to “hide what the false heart doth know,” here has the 
trick turned against him. But the garment which cloaks the 
avengers is the living green of nature itself, and nature seems, 
to the startled eyes of his sentinels, to be rising up against him. 

But it is the babe, the child, that dominates the symbolism. 
Most fittingly, the last of the prophecies in which Macbeth has 
placed his confidence, concerns the child: and Macbeth comes 
to know the final worst when Macduff declares to him that he 
was not “born of woman” but was from his “mother's womb/ 
Untimely ripp’d.” The babe here has defied even the thing 
which one feels may reasonably be predicted of him—his time 
of birth. With Macduff’s pronouncement, the unpredictable has 
broken through the last shred of the net of calculation. The 
future cannot be trammelled up. The naked babe confronts 
Macbeth to pronounce his doom. 

The passage with which we began this essay, then, is an inte- 
gral part of a larger context, and of a very rich context: 

And pity, like a naked new-bom babe, 

Striding the blast, or heaven's cherubim, hors'd 
Upon the sightless couriers of the air. 
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Shall blow the horrid deed in every eye, 

That tears shall drown the wind. 

Pity is like the naked babe, the most sensitive and helpless 
thing; yet, almost as soon as the comparison is announced, the 
symbol of weak ness begins to turn into a symbol of s trength: 
for the babe, though newborn, is pictured as “Striding the 
blast” like an elemental force—like “heaven’s cherubim, hors’d 
/Upon the sightless couriers of the air.” We can give an answer 
to the question put earlier: is Pity like the human and helpless 
babe, or powerful as the angel that rides the winds? It is both; 
and it is strong because of its very weakness. The paradox is 
inherent in the situation itself; and it is the paradox that will 

destroy the overbrittle rationalism on which Macbeth founds 

his career. 

For what will it avail Macbeth to cover the deed with the 

/blanket of the dark if the elemental forces that ride the winds 

|will blow the horrid deed in every eye? And what will it avail 

Macbeth to clothe himself in “manimess”~to become bloody, 
bold, and resolute,— if he is to find himself again and again, 
viewing his bloody work j^hrough the “eye of childhood/ That 
fears a painted devir’?'Clertainly, the final and climactic appear- 
ance of the babe symbol merges ail the contradictory elements 
of the symbol. For, with Macduff s stateme n t abo ut jhk birth, 
the n aked babe rises before Macbetli as not only the futum ,that 
elud^akuiMimAuLa^ angel as well 

The clothed daggers and the naked babe— mechanism and life 
—instrument and end— death and birth— that which should be 
left bare and clean and that which should be clothed and 
warmed— these are facets of two of the great symbols which run 
throughout the play. They are not the only symbols, to be sure; 
they are not the most obvious symbols: darkness and blood 
appear more often. But with a flexibility which must amaze the 
reader, the image of the garment and the image of the babe 
are so used as to encompass an astonishingly large area of the 
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total situation. And between them— the naked babe, essential 
humanity, humanity stripped down to the naked thing itself, 
and yet as various as the future— and the various garbs which 
humanity assumes, the robes of honor, the hypocrite’s disguise, 
the inhuman “manliness” with which Macbeth endeavors to 
cover up his essential humanity— between them, they furnish 
Shakespeare with his most subtle and ironically telling instru- 
ments. 




CHAPTER THREE 


The Ligiif Symbolism in "L'Allegro-il Penseros®'^ 


The most amusing and at the same time probably the m<Kt 
penetrating comment on “L’Allegro-Il Penseroso” has to be 
credited to Dr. Samuel Johnson. True, Johnson sometimes 
seems brutally obvious as when he points out that “the gaiety 
[o£ L’ Allegro does not spring] from the pleasures of the bottle.” 
We scarcely need to be warned against attempting to visualize 
Milton’s demure and academic Platonist tippling his way 
through the morning landscape. Some of Johnson’s other com- 
ments seem quite as pointless without having the merit of seem- 
ing amusing. For example, Johnson tells us that “the pensive 
man never loses himself in crowds.” To be sure, he does not; 
and if he does not, what of it? Yet it has remained for Dr. John- 
son to point out the essential character of the speaker in the two 
poems, and several of the pertinent passages are worth quoting: 

Both Mirth and Melancholy are solitary, silent inhabitants 
of the breast, that neither receive nor transmit communi- 
cation; no mention is therefore made of a philosophical 
friend, or a pleasant companion. The seriousness does not 
arise from any participation of calamity, nor the gaiety 
from the pleasures of the bottle . . . but [the cheerful man] 
mingles [as] a mere spectator. . . . 

The pensive maxi never loses himself in crowds. . . . 

, ■ ■ 47 
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His Cheerfulness is without levity, and his Pensiveness 
without asperity. . . . 

No mirth can, indeed, be found in his melancholy; but I 
am afraid that I always meet some melancholy in his mirth. 
They are two noble efforts of imagination. 

The passage ends with what is apparently one of the most 
astonishing non sequiturs in criticism. What have the facts given 
above to do with the fact that the two poems are “noble efforts 
of imagination”? 

Actually they have a great deal to do with it, but Dr. Johnson 
did not see fit to point out why, and with the critical tools at 
his disposal, he may very well have had difficulty in doing so. 
It is characteristic of his honesty and his bluntness that he pene- 
trated so far into the secret, and then rather clumsily appended 
his concluding judgment. 

But Johnson is definitely about the critic’s proper job. He 
inspects the poems— he does not emote over them. And for his 
failure to connect his observations on the poems with his judg- 
ment of their nobility, I hazard the following explanation; 
Milton is using in these poems something which looks curiously 
like symbolism, and a symbolism too delicate and indeterminate 
to be treated in terms of the coarser modes of it such as allegory, 
for example, with which Dr. Johnson was acquainted. 

The typical critic since Johnson has done little more than 
express his appreciation of the delicious quality of the double 
poem, feeling perhaps that the beauty of the poem was so obvi- 
ous as to require no further comment, and the effect given so 
simple as to render any consideration of architectonics a mere 
intrusion. This view is based upon a sound consideration of the 
effectiveness of the poem; but great art is never so simple that 
it will not repay careful reading, and the result has been that 
except for communication between admirers of the poem, the 
“criticism” has been quite useless. Confronted with the skeptic 
or the honest ignoramus, the admirer has frequently found him- 
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self embarrassed in attempting to demonstrate that the poem is 
so fine, or in explaining its difierence from the numerous eight- 
eenth-century imitations of it, which, though filled with the 
same details of landscape, are so wooden and dull. 

Professor Tillyard has got much nearer the point in those of 
his comments which emphasize the element of tone: the poems, 
he says, are characterized by a “subtle friendliness of tone,” and 
further, Milton displays in them “a perfect social tone.” Till- 
yard has even gone so far as to suggest that the opening passage 
in “L’Aliegro” represents conscious burlesque on Milton’s part: 
“what possessed him,” Tillyard asks, “that he should write such 
bombast? By what strange anticipation did he fail into the man- 
ner of the worst kind of eighteenth-century ode? If Milton 
meant to be ..loble, he failed dreadfully. If, however, he knew 
what he was doing, he can only have meant to be funny. And if 
he meant to be funny, to what end? There is nothing in the 
rest of the poem that suggests humour— at least of the burlesque 
sort.” 

This is all very shrewd. But Professor Tillyard, in his preoc- 
cupation with the problem of dating the poems— a matter that 
has its own importance, certainly— has hardly followed up the 
implications of his surmise. The alleged burlesque is justified 
by Tillyard on what are really extrapoetic grounds: the poems 
were written for an academic audience and the parody on the 
high-flown style, meant for their amusement, “can perhaps be 
justified” as the “high spirits of a young man.” Tillyard does 
not relate the justification to the tone of the rest of the double 
poem, nor to its total effect. 

With regard to the symbolism of the poem also, Tillyard has 
come close to the main matter. In pointing out the close con- 
nections between “L’Allegro-Ii Penseroso” and Milton’s First 
Prolusion (“Whether Day or Night is the more excellent”), he 
has indicated how important the day-night contrasts are in de- 
termining tlie general architecture of the poem. Blit he has not 
seen that the light-shade imagery amounts to a symbolism and 
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that this symbolism is related ultimately to the “meaning” of 
the poem, including its tone. 

Precisely how these symbols work— how Milton gives the illu- 
sion of full day, dawn, noon, and night, and yet manages to 
keep both poems bathed in their special quality of coolness, is 
a matter to be discussed in detail a little later on. For the mo- 
ment, it is sufficient to prepare for such a discussion by examin- 
ing a little further Dr. Johnson’s observation that the protago- 
nist of both poems is a mere spectator who avoids crowds and 
who has no companion, and the further observation that mirth 
and melancholy in this poem “are solitary, silent inhabitants of 
the breast.” 

Mirth and melancholy need not be solitary— mirth in particu- 
lar need not be. Dr. Johnson’s reference to the pleasures of the 
bottle is definitely not beside the point; for, if Milton had in- 
tended to exploit mere contrast, “L’ Allegro” would have been 
sociable; “II Penseroso,” solitary; “L’ Allegro,” boisterous; “II 
Penseroso,” prim and sober. A little consideration, however, will 
show that Milton could not afford to exploit mere contrast. If 
he had, the two halves would have been driven poles apart. 
They would have ceased to be twin halves of one poem, for the 
sense of unity in variety would have been lost. We are almost 
Justified in putting the matter in this way; by choosing the ob- 
vious contrast between mirth and melancholy, Milton obligated 
himself to bring them as close together as possible in their 
effect on the mind. For the tension between the two choices de- 
pends upon their presentation as choices which can appeal to 
the same mind; and the element of choice is worth emphasizing. 
Such pleasures and such sorrows as are intruded upon the char- 
acter— “public,” convivial mirth, or “public” melancholy, a 
funeral in the family— deprive the protagonist of conscious 
choice and render him chosen rather than choosing. Milton, 
one feels, is quite as emphatic in his belief that the aesthetic 
requires a deliberate act of will as was Immanuel Kant in in- 
sisting that the ethical involves deliberate choice. 
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It is not for nothing that the “Mountain Nymph, sweet 
Liberty” presides over “L’Allegro” and that the “Cherub Con- 
templation” dominates “II Penseroso.” Yet, as a matter of fact, 
the “Mountain Nymph” and the “Cherub,” as we shall see, tend 
to merge into the same figure. 

If, under the influence of Milton’s later political career, we 
tend to give Liberty any political significance, we find her in 
“L’Allegro” in very strange company, consorting with 

Jest and youthful Jollity, 

Quips and Cranks, and wanton Wiles, 

Nods, and Becks, and Wreathed Smiles . . , 

Sport that wrincled Care derides. 

And Laughter holding both his sides. 

The petition to Mirth 

To live with her, and live with thee. 

In unreproved pleasures free . . . 

indicates, of course, plainly enough why Liberty walks at the 
right hand of Mirth: the pleasures are those which are unre- 
proved. They are, moreover, the pleasures which can be had for 
the asking-the pleasure of drifting through the landscape or 
through the city, and watching the varying beauties of the land- 
scape or the pageantry of men. But such pleasures pertain to 
liberty in another sense also: tliey depend upon one’s freedom 
from business appointments and dinner engagements. One must 
be able to move along, unhurried and undetained, or the spell 
is broken. The necessity for being at a particular place at a 
particular time would wreck the cheerful man’s day as described 
in the poem quite as completely as it would the day of the pen- 
sive man;' 

Dr. Johnson, always on the alert to ruffle up at the presence 
of Milton’s somewhat aggressively republican goddess, does not 
betray any irritation at the presence of Liberty here. Perhaps he 
recognized in her, in spite of the mountain-nymph disguise, the 
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same deity who presided over some of his own most delightful 
rambles. And if we find it difficult to associate Dr. Johnson, 
whose pleasures were uncompromisingly eighteenth-century, 
with either of Milton’s cool and leisurely observers, we might 
recall such a passage as the following, in which Boswell describes 
a typical Johnsonian jaunt: “We landed at the Old Swan, and 
walked to Billingsgate, where we took oars, and moved smoothly 
along the silver Thames. It was a very fine day. We were enter- 
tained with the immense number and variety of ships that were 
lying at anchor, and with the beautiful country on each side of 
the river.” The parallelism is at once destroyed when talkative 
Boswell, “the philosophical friend, or . . . pleasant companion,” 
begins again to draw the great man out. But the delight in 
moving through a busy and fascinating world, leisurely and 
aimlessly, himself unbusied, was one which Johnson found most 
attractive. If the indulgence in such pleasures sometimes caused 
the rigid moralist to reprove himself for idleness, still, idle with 
such an idleness, he remained to the end. For all their differ- 
ences over “liberty,” the great republican and the great tory find 
themselves in close agreement here. 

I have remarked that the mountain nymph and the cherub 
tend to merge into the same figure. One can easily see why. 
The more serious pleasures of II Penseroso are so obviously 
“unreproved pleasures free” that the poet does not even need 
to point out that they are unreproved; yet, on the other hand, 
they are hardly more “contemplative” than those which delight 
L’AIlegro. The happy man, too, is the detached observer, glid- 
ing through his world, a spectator of it, and preserving a certain 
aesthetic distance between it and himself. It is true that the 
spectator as the happy man emphasizes the spontaneity, the 
effortless freedom of his pleasures; and that the more austere 
observer is more consciously the man dedicated to the contem- 
plative life. But here, as elsewhere in these poems, Milton’s 
oppositions tend to come together. 

The cheerful man’s day is balanced by the pensive man’s day 
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at every point: a cheery dawn scene played off against a somber 
evening scene; Elizabethan comedy balanced against Greek 
tragedy; Lydian airs in antithesis to 

Such notes as warbled to the string, 
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tionships as meant and meaningful than in assuming that Milton 
threw materials into the double poem “every which way,” and 
that the relations among them have no part in the total effect 
because we do not consciously associate them with the effect. 

In “II Fenseroso,” one of the finest passages is that in which 
Milton describes his Platonist toiling on at his studies: 

Or let my Lamp at midnight hour, 

Be seen in som high lonely Towr, 

Where 1 may oft out-watch the Bear . . . 

Yet if “high” and “lonely” seem inevitably associated with the 
tower, and the tower itself, the inevitable symbol of the medita- 
tive, ascetic life, one remembers that towers are to be found 
all through “L’Allegro”— yet the’re associated with anything 
but lonely solitude. The lark scares away the dull night by 
singing “From his watch-towre in the skies.” And again, the 
next tower that appears is one which is “Boosom’d high in 
tufted Trees.” “Boosom’d” is almost shockingly unascetic. (One 
is tempted to pursue the parallel with the “II Fenseroso” pas- 
sage further. There, in the tower he outwatches the stars of the 
Bear; here the tower contains the “star” which all watch, for 
“Cynosure” is the constellation of the Lesser Bear.) 

Lastly, “Towred” is the adjective which Milton chooses to 
apply to the cities to which the cheerful man will turn at night- 
fell after his day in the country— 

Towred Cities please us then. 

And the busie humm of men . ... 

Or, take another example. The most sociable and crowded 
scene that occurs in “L’Allegro” is perhaps that in which 

... throngs of Knights and Barons bold. 

In weeds of Peace high triumphs hold. 

With store of Ladies, whose bright eies 
Pnin influence, and judge the prise. . . . 
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It is a court scene of some pomp and circumstance. But the 
only parallel to it in “II Penseroso”~and Milton has of course 



But the most important device used to bring the patterns of 
opposites together— to build up an effect of unity in variety— is 
the use of a basic symbolism involving light. The symbolism 
never becomes quite explicit, but it is most important, neverthe- 
less, and in the use of it Milton brings all the oppositions of 
the poem together, and orders and unifies them. I have said that 
Milton never declares his symbolism explicitly, but he comes 
very close to it in the preamble of each poem: Melancholy is 
bom "of . . . blackest midnight”; the fancies of Mirth are like 
the “gay motes that people the Sun Beams.” This is more than 
a broad hint; and to have “L’ Allegro” begin with a dawn scene 
and “II Penseroso,” with an evening scene, emphasizes it. 

But “L’AlIegro,” as we know, is not consistently a daylight 
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sort of symbol of the aesthetic distance which the cheerful man, 
eo less than the pensive man, consistently maintains. The full 
^re of the sun would then symbolize the actual workaday 
world over which neither the “Mountain Nymph, sweet Lib- 
erty” nor the “Cherub Contemplation” presides. 

I have said that in this symbolism all the problems of the 




Hi® Liglit Sywi>®iiisB* i« "L*Allegr©»ii PsKsafeso" 


57 


Cerberus, and blackest midnight born,” Mirth comes in with 
the morning. The first scene is a dawn scene-sunrise and peo- 
ple going to work: the plowman, the milkmaid, the mower, and 
the shepherd. But though we see people going to work, we never 
see them at their work, just as we do not ever feel the full glare 
of the sun. Even after the cottage dinner, when we are told of 
Phillis that 

. . , then in haste her Bowre she leaves, 

With Thestylis to bind the Sheaves; 

Or if the earlier season lead 
T 0 the tann’d Haycock in the Mead. . . . 

v/e do not accompany tiiem to the haycock, nor do we feel the 
sun which “tans” it. Instead, with “secure delight” we slip with 
the observer over to one of the “up-land Hamlets” where we 
watch 

. . . many a youth, and many a maid. 

Dancing in the Chequered shade; 

And young and old com forth to play 
On a Sunshine Holyday, 

Till the live-long day-light fail. . . . 

There is the illusion of a real world and of a daylight world; 
but the basic scenes of the daylight sequence in “L’Allegro” are 
dominated by the whistling plowman, the rustics at their noon 
meal, and the dancing in the “Chequer’d shade.” The sunshine 
is that of a “Sunshine Holyday.” Nobody sweats in the world 
of “L’Allegro”— except the goblin: 

Tells how the drudging Goblin swei. 

To ern his Cream-bowle duly set. 

When in one night, ere gUmps of morn, 

His shadowy Flale hath thresh'd the Com. ... 

(Perhaps it is overingenious to suggest that in this scene— the 
only depiction of strenuous activity in the poem— Milton has 
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“cooled” it off by making the flail “shadowy,” by presenting it 
as part of a night scene, and by making the laborer, not a flesh- 
and-blood man, but a goblin. And yet the scene has been care- 
fully patterned: it is balanced by the passage in “II Penserso,” 
where the spectator having taken refuge from the sun, listens 

While the Bee with Honied thie, 

... at her flowry work doth sing. ... 

Goblins and bees are the only creatures presented “at work” in 
the two poems.) 

If we get merely holiday sunshine in the country-scene se- 
quence of “L’ Allegro,” we get, of course, no sunshine at all in 
the city sequence. But Milton has attended very carefully to the 
lighting of the scene displayed. The “high triumphs” of the 
knights and barons are presided over by the “bright eies” of 
the ladies, eyes which “Rain influence.” “Rain influence” sug- 
gests a star metaphor: the stars were supposed to rain influence 
and determine events. The court ceremonial is succeeded by a 
wedding ceremony presided over by Hymen with his “Taper 
clear.” The light in these scenes, then, is starlight or candle- 
light, not, to be sure, presented as the actual physical lighting 
of the scenes, but certainly insinuated into the mood of the 
scenes. The “thronged” scenes of “L’Allegro” are thus softened 
—the aesthetic distance from which they are viewed is thus in- 
dicated-just as the scenes of physical work have been softened 
and pushed back from the immediate presence of the observer. 

The common-sense reader who distrusts the ingenious and 
wants his poetry to be explicit, declared, and forthright, may 
well ask why, if all this elaborate handling of the lighting is 
going on, Milton has to handle it so indirectly. Why doesn’t 
Milton declare himself? But Milton does— at least with regard 
to the central element of the symbol, the association of the raw 
glare of the sun with the workaday world. In “II Penseroso,” 
when the showery morning has passed and the sun has broken 
forth, the speaker says; 
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And when the Sun begins to fling 
His flaring beams ^ me Goddes bring 
To arched walks of twilight groves, 

And shadows brown that Sylvan loves 
Of Pine, or monumental Oake, 

Where the rude Ax with heaved stroke, 

Was never heard the Nymphs to daunt. 

Or fright them from their hallow’d haunt. 

There in close covert by som Brook, 

Where no profaner eye may look, 

Hide me from Day’s garish eie. . . . 

We are not told in so many words that the sun ("Day’s . , . eie") 
is one of the "profaner” eyes; but it is "garish”; and it is as- 
sociated definitely with the “heaved stroke.” The pensive man 
withdraws from both— to the “twilight groves” where he may 
hear only the “work” of the bee— “flowry work,” at which the 
bee sings— labor which is a part of nature itself. But the cheerful 
man too, as we have seen, has been kept out of "Day’s garish 
eie” almost as completely as has II Penseroso himself. 

On the other hand, "II Penseroso” avoids “blackest mid- 
night” too. And at this point we are prepared to take up 
Tillyard’s point about the burlesque style of the passage in 
which Melancholy is dismissed. The reprehension of Melan- 
choly as loathsome, and the identification of her witli the black- 
ness of midnight are associated with a consciously stilted rheto- 
ric which forms an ironical contrast with the freer and more 
casual rhythms in which the pensive man’s actual experience 
of melancholy is expressed. It is the most delicate kind of quali- 
fication that a poet can give. For those who feel with Tiilyard 
that the opening is bombastic, the presence of the bombast thus 
becomes meaningful. Melancholy as actually experienced by 
the pensive man is not a monstrc^ity at all. In contrast to her 
“literary” and abstract caricature, the actual goddess moves in 
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a solid and “real” world, a beautiful world, and not a world of 
midnight black. 

The poem has her come in with evening into a scene domi- 
nated by the moon. But even when the pensive man goes within 
doors and the moonlight is shut out, there are the “glowing 
Embers” which “Teach light to counterfeit a gloom.” Mid- 
night Itself, when it is mentioned, is relieved by the speaker's 
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may fairly say, however, is that the light symbolism, used so 
powerfully, though unobtrusively, in these earlier poems, was 
perfectly consonant with Milton’s thinking, and was to emerge 
later in the great poem quite explicitly. 

Actually, the connection of the life of contemplation with 
the higher life, and of the shades associated with melancholy 
with the brightest visions (though unearthly visions) is made 
quite explicitly at the end of “II Penseroso.” This concluding 
passage, by the way, has no parallel in the twin poem: “U 
Penserc«o” is twenty-four lines longer than its companion piece. 

Here the secular life is made to pass over into the religimi*— 
the semipaganism of the “(Jenius of the Wood” frankly gives 
way to Christianity, and the measure of aesthetic distance with 
which the world has been consistently viewed is extended mm 
the hermit’s avowed withdrawal from the secular world alto* 
gether. The light symbolism accommodates itself to the change: 

. . . storied Windows richly dight, 

Casting a dimm religious light. 

The pensive man is now bathed neither in midnight nor in the 
moted sunbeam. The daylight of the senses, dimmed and en- 
riched by the storied windows, has been brought nearer to 
darkness, and yet at the same time prepared for the vision ol 
the intvard eye: 

Dissolve me into extasies. 

And bring all Heav’n before mine eyes. 

Is the light “dimm” because religious, or religious because 
"dimm”? Or is it paradoxically dim, though religious— dim to 
the physical eye, though actually the proper light lor one who 
would have the vision too insupportably bright for human sight 
to receive? To unravel these questions is to recapitulate the 
entire symbolism of the two poems. Suffice it to say that the 
collocation, if it seems inevitable, seems so because of Milton’s 
cunning development of the light passages throughout the 
poems. 


CHAPTER FOUR 


What Does Foefiy Ccimmisnlcote? 


The question of what poetry communicates, if anything, has 
been largely forced upon us by the advent of “modem” poetry. 
Some of that poetry is admittedly highly difficult— a very great 
deal of it is bound to appear difficult to the reader of con- 
ventional reading habits, even in spite of the fact— actually, in 
many cases, because of the fact— that he is a profesK>r of lit- 
erature. 

For this reason, the difficult modems are often represented 
as untraditional and generally irresponsible. (The War, inci- 
dentally, has encouraged the tendency: critics who ought to 
know better lend themselves to the popular plea that we should 
go back to the good old days when a poet meant what he said 
and there was no nonsense about it.) 

The question, however, allows only one honest answer: 
modem poetry (if it is really poetry, and, at its best, it is really 
poetry) communicates whatever any other poetry communicates. 
The fact is that the question is badly asked. What does tradi- 
tional poetiy communicate? What does a poem like Herrick’s 
“Corinna’s going a-Maying” communicate? The example is a 
fair one: the poem has been long praised, and it is not noted 
for its difficulty. 

The textbook answer is easy: the poem is a statement of the 
carpe diem theme. So it is, of course. But what does the poem 
do with the theme— specifically: Does the poet accept the theme? 
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How seriously does he accept it? Within what context? etc., etc. 
These are questions of the first importance, a point that becomes 
obvious when we come to deal with such a matter as the follow- 
ing: after describing the joys of the May-day celebration, the 
poet prefaces his final invitation to Corinna to accept these joys 
by referring to them as “the harmlesse follie of the time.’’ 
Unless we are absent-mindedly dictating a stock answer to an 
indifferent freshman, we shall certainly feel constrained to go 
further in describing what the poem “says.” 

Well, let us try again. Herrick’s poem says that the cele- 
bration of nature is a beautiful but harmless folly, and his in- 
vitation to Corinna, thus, is merely playful, not serious. The 
Anglican parson is merely pretending for the moment that he 
is Catullus and that his Corinna is a pagan nymph. The poem 
is a pretens^e, a masquerade. 

But there are the closing lines of the poem: 

Our life is short; and our dayes run 
As fast away as do’s the Sunne: 

And as a vapour, or a drop of raine 
Once lost, can ne’er be found againe: 

So when or you or I are made 
A fable, song, or fleeting shade; 

All love, all liking, all delight 
Lies drown’d with us in endlesse night. 

Then while time serves, and we are but decaying; 

Come, my Corinna, come, let’s goe a-Maying. 

Obviously, there is a sense in which the invitation is thoroughly 
serious. 

Confronted with this apparent contradiction, we can con- 
clude, if we like, that Herrick is confused; or, softening the 
censure, we can explain that he was concerned only with pro- 
viding some sort of framework for a description of the Devon- 
shire spring. But if Herrick is confused about what he is saying 
in the poem, he behaves very strangely for a man in that plight. 
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Far from being unconscious of the contradictory elements in 
the poem, he quite obviously has them in mind. Indeed, he 
actually takes pains to stress tlie clash between the Christian 
and pagan world views; or, rather, while celebrating the pagan 
view, he refuses to suppress references to the Christian. For 
instance, for all the dew-besprinkled description of the morn- 
ing, he makes the ominous, unpagan word "sin” run through- 
out the poem. While the Sowers are rejoicing and the birds are 
singing their hymns of praise, it is a "sin” and a "profanation” 
for Gorinna to remain within doors. In the second stanza, the 
clash between paganism and Christianity becomes quite ex- 
plicit: Corinna is to be "briefe in praying:/ Few Beads are 
best” on this morning which is dedicated to the worship of the 
nature god. And in the third stanza, paganism becomes frankly 
triumphant. Corinna is to 

. , . sin no more, as we have done, by staying. . . . 

Moreover, a great deal that is usually glossed over as decora- 
tion or atmosphere in this poem is actually used by the poet 
to point up this same conflict. Herrick persists (with a shrewd- 
ness worthy of Sir James Frazer) in seeing the May-day rites as 
religious rites, though, of course, those of a pagan religion. 
The flowers, like worshipers, bow to the east; the birds sing 
"Mattens” and "Hymnes”; and the village itself, bedecked with 
greenery, becomes a cluster of pagan temples: 

Devotion gives each House a Bough, 

Or Branch: Each Porch, each doore, ere this, 

An Arke a Tabernacle is. , 

The religious terms--"devotion,” “ark,” "tabernacle”— appear 
insistently. Corinna is actually being reproached for being late 
to church— the church of nature. The village itself has become 
a grove, subject to the laws of nature. One remembers that the 
original sense of "pagan” was "country-dweller” because the 
worship of the old gods and goddesses persisted longest there. 
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On this May morning, the country has come into the village 
to claim it, at least on this one day, for its own. Symbolically, 
the town has disappeared and its mores are superseded. 

I cannot see how we can avoid admitting that all this is 
communicated by the poem. Here it is in the poem. And its 
repercussions on the theme (if we still want to view the poem 
as a communication of a theme) are important. Among other 
things, they qualify the theme thus: the poem is obviously not 
a brief for the acceptance of the pagan ethic so much as it is a 
statement that the claims of the pagan ethic— however mudi 
they may be overlaid— exist, and on occasion emerge, as on this 
day. 

The description of Corinna herself supplies another im- 
portant qualification of the theme. The poet suggests that she 
properly falls under the dominion of nature as do the flowers 
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into account when we attempt to state what the poem “says.” 
No theory of communication can deny that this is part of what 
the poem communicates, however awkwardly a theory of com- 
munication may be put to it to handle the problem. 

We have still not attempted to resolve the conflict between 
the Christian and pagan attitudes in the poem, though the 
qualification of each of them, as Hemck qualifies each in the 
poem, may make it easier to discover possible resolutions which 
would have appealed to Herrick the Anglican parson who lived 
so much of his life in Devonshire and apparently took so much 
interest, not only in the pagan literature of Rome and Greece, 
but in the native English survivals of the old fertility cults. 

Something of the nature of the poet’s reconcilement of the 
conflicting claims of paganism and Christianity— and this, again, 
is part of what the poem communicates— is foreshadowed in the 
fourth stanza. The paganism with which the poem is concerned 
is clearly not an abstract and doctrinaire paganism. It comes to 
terms with the authoritative Christian mores, casually and 
without undue thought about the conflict— at least the pagan- 
ism in action does: the village boys and the girls with their 
grass-stained gowns, coming to the priest to receive the blessing 
of the church. 

And some have wept, and woo'd, and plighted Troth, 

And chose their Priest, ere we can cast off sloth. . . . 

After the poet’s teasing play between attitudes in the first three 
stanzas, we are apparently approaching some kind of viable 
relation between them in this most realistic stanza of the poem 
with its 

Many a jest told of the Keyes betraying 
This night, and Locks pickt. . . . 

The explicit resolution, of course, is achieved, with a change 
of tone, in the last stanza, with its 


67 


What Poes Poeity Gimmunicate? 

Come, let us goe, while we are in our prime; 
And take the harmlesse follie of the time. 
W e shall grow old apace j and die . . . 


this: All right, let s be serious. Dismiss my pagan argument as 
folly. Still, in a sense, we are a part of nature, and are subject 
to its claims, and participate in its beauty. Whatever may be 
true in reality of the life of the soul, the body does decay, and 
unless we make haste to catch some part of that joy and beauty, 
that beauty— whatever else may be true— is lost. 
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important reason for its power is the fact that the poet has 
filled the first two stanzas of his poem with references to the 
dew. And the drops of dew have come to stand as a symbol of 
the spring and early dawn and of the youth of the lovers them- 
selves. The dew-drops are the free gift of nature, spangling 
every herb and tree; they sparkle in the early light like some- 
thing precious, like gems; they are the appropriate decoration 
for the girl; but they will not last— Corinna must hasten to 
enjoy them if she is to enjoy them at all. Thus, in the context 
of the poem they become a symbol heavily charged with mean- 
ings which no dictionary can be expected to give. When the 
symbol is revived at the end of the poem, even though in some- 
what different guise, the effect is powerful; for the poet has 
made the little globule of moisture come to stand for the brief 
beauty of youth. And this too is part of what the poem says, 
though it is said indirectly, and the dull or lazy reader will not 
realize that it has been said at all. 

The principle of rich indirection applies even to the indi- 
vidual word. Consider 

Then while time serves, and we are but decaying; 

Come, my Corinna, come, let's goe a-Maying, 

“While time serves” means loosely “while there is yet time,” 
but in the full context of the poem it also means “while time 
serves us,” while time is still servant, not master— before we 
are mastered by time. Again, mere recourse to the dictionary 
will not give us this powerful second meaning. The poet is 
exploiting the potentialities of language— indeed, as all poets 
must do, he is remaking language. 

To sum up: our examination of the poem has not resulted 
in our locating an idea or set of ideas which the poet has com- 
municated with certain appropriate decorations. Rather, our 
examination has carried Us further and further into the poem 
itself in a process of exploration. As we have made this explora- 
tion, it has become more and more clear that the poem is not 
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only the linguistic vehicle which conveys the thing communi- 
cated most "poetically,” but that it is also the sole linguistic 
vehicle which conveys the things communicated accurately. 
In fact, if we are to speak exactly, the poem itself is the only 
medium that communicates the particular “what” that is com- 
municated. The conventional theories of communication oSer 
no easy solution to our problem of meanings: we emerge with 
nothing more enlightening than this graceless bit of tautology: 
the poem says what the poem says. 

There is a further point that comes out of our examination: 
our examination tends to suggest that not only our reading of 
the poem is a process of exploration, but that Herrick’s process 
of making the poem was probably a process of exploration too. 
To say that Herrick “communicates” certain matters to the 
reader tends to falsify the real situation. The old description of 
the poet was better and less dangerous: the poet is a maker, 
not a communicator. He explores, consolidates, and “forms” 
the total experience that is the poem. I do not mean that he 
fashions a replica of his particular experience of a certain May 
morning like a detective making a moulage of a footprint in 
wet clay. But rather, out of the experiences of many May morn- 
ings, and out of his experience of Catullus, and possibly out of 
a hundred other experiences, he fashions, probably through a 
process akin to exploration, the total experience which is the 
poem. 

This experience is cojremunicaib/e, partially so, at least. If 
we are willing to use imaginative understanding, we can come 
to know the poem as an object— we can share in the experience. 
But the poet is most truthfully described as a poietes or maker, 
tiot as an expositor or communicator. 1 do not mean to split 
hairs. It is doubtless possible to elaborate a theory of com- 
munication which will adequately cover these points. I believe 
that I. A. Richards, if I understand him correctly, has attempted 
to qualify his theory in precisely this way. At any rate, the net 
effect of his criticism has been to emphasize the need of a more 


dictive of all the adherents of the theory is a man to whom the 
phrase “theory of communication” may seem novel and un- 
familiar: I mean the average English professor. In one form or 
another, whether in a conception which makes poetry a ro- 
mantic raid on the absolute, or in a conception of more didactic 
persuasion which makes poetry an instrument of edification, 
some form of the theory of communication is to be found 
deeply embedded in the average teacher’s doctrine of poetry. 
In many contexts it does little or no harm; but it can emerge 
to becloud the issues thoroughly when one confronts poetry 
which is unfamiliar or difficult. 

Much modem poetry is difficult. Some of it may be difficult 
because the poet is snobbish and definitely wants to restrict 
his audience, though this is a strange vanity and much rarer 
than Mr. Eastman would have us think. Some modem poetry 
is difficult because it is bad— the total experience remains cha- 
otic and incoherent because the poet could not master his ma- 
terial and give it a form. Some modern poetry is difficult 
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gestion rather than direct statement. He must be prepared to 
accept a method of indirection. He is further expected to be 
reasonably well acquainted with the general tradition— literary, 
political, philosophical, for he is reading a poet who comes at 
the end of a long tradition and who can hardly be expected to 
write honestly and with full integrity and yet ignore this fact. 
But the difficulties are not insuperable, and most of them can 
be justified in principle as the natural results of the poet’s em- 
ployment of his characteristic methods. For example, surely 



when time has wrought its softening changes, and familiarity 
has subdued the modem poet’s frightful mien, and when the 
tags have been obligingly supplied, we may even come to terais 
with our difficult moderns. 

Postscript: 

In a recent essay, Arthur Mizener connects the reference to 
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At last the golden Orientall gate 

Of greatest heauen gan to open faire, 

And Phoebus fresh, a bridegrome to his mate, 

Came dauncing forth, shaking Ms deawie kaife: 

And hurled his glistring beames through gloomy aire. 
Which when the wakeful Elf perceiu’d straight way 
He started vp, and did him selfe arraye: 

In stm-bright armes, and battailovs array: 

For with that Pagan proud he combat will that day. 

“There is,” Mizener comments, “a nice fusion, if, to our tastes, 
not a complete ordering of Pagan and Christian elements here. 
Phoebus, fresh as the Psalmist’s bridegroom, comes dancing 
(with, I suppose, both a pagan grace and the rejoicing of a 
strong man to run a race) from the gate of a heaven which is 
actually felt simultaneously in terms of the clear and lovely 
classical fantasy on nature and in terms of a Christian vision 
of the metaphysical source of the meaning of life.” And a little 
later in the essay Mizener goes on to say: “Certainly the Red 
Cross Knight’s ‘sun-bright armes’ (‘the armour of a Christian 
man’) are intended to be compared to the ‘glistring beames’ 
with which Apollo attacks the darkness, as the virtuous and 
enlightened Elf is about to attack the darkly evil Pagan. And 
it is tempting to suppose that since the strength of Holiness is 
that of the sun, of ‘the god unshorn,’ the references to Apollo’s 
hair and to the bridegroom’s energy are also significant.” 

Later still in his essay, Mizener quotes the following passage 
from Paradise Lost: 

. . . nor appear’d 

Less than Arch Angel ruin’d, and th’ excess 
Of Glory obscur’d: As when the Sun new ris’n 
Looks through the Horizontal misty Air 
Shorn of his Beams, or frdm behind the Moon 
In dim Eclipse disastrous twilight sheds 
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On half the Nations^ and with fear of change 
Perplexes Monarchs. 

“By the first of these sun comparisons,” Mizener points out, 
“the archangel ruined is the sun deprived of its power to dispel 
with its beams the foul mists of winter and make the earth 
fruitful once more; the fallen angel is Apollo, shorn. . . . Nor 
is it easy to believe the epithet insignificant here; with all his 
learning Milton must certainly have known how common a 
symbol of virility the hair was among the Greeks. Herrick, a 
much less learned man, knew this, as his use of it in ‘Corinna’s 
going a-Maying' clearly shows: 

Get upj get up, for shame, the Blooming Morn 
Upon her wings presents the god unshorne" 

It is unfair, of course, to quote from Mizener’s essay without 
reference to his general thesis, and to quote only those bits of 
it which bear directly upon the dawn passage in Herrick’s 
poem. (The essay, by the way, should be read in entirety and 
for its own sake: “Some Notes on the Nature of English 
Poetry,” The Sewanee Review, Winter, 1943.) Even so, the 
passage quoted may be of value in demonstrating to the skepti- 
cal reader, suspicious that too much is being “read into” Her- 
rick’s innocent poem, how other poets of the same general 
period used the sun figure. 

In Herrick’s poem, “the god unshorae” is obviously the pre- 
potent bridegroom of nature, the fertility god himself, toward 
whom the plants bow in adoration and whose day is now to be 
celebrated. 


CHAPTER FIVE 


The Case of Miss Arabelb Fermor 


Aldous Huxley’s lovers, “quietly sweating, palm to palm,” may 
be conveniently taken to mark the nadir o£ Petrarchianism. The 
mistress is no longer a goddess— not even by courtesy. She is a 
congeries of biological processes and her too evident mortality 
is proclaimed at every pore. But if we seem to reach, with Hux- 
ley’s lines, the end of something, it is well to see what it is that 
has come to an end. It is not the end of a naive illusion. 

The Elizabethans, even those who were immersed in the 
best tradition of Petrarchianism, did not have to wait upon the 
advent of modern science to find out that women perspired. 
They were thoroughly aware that woman was a biological 
organism, but their recognition of this fact did not prevent 
them from asserting, on occasion, that she was a goddess, never- 
theless. John Donne, for instance, frequently has it both ways: 
indeed, some of the difficulty which the modern reader has 
with his poems may reside in the fact that he sometimes has it 
both ways in the same poem. What is relevant to our purposes 
here is not the occurrence of a line like “Such are the sweat 
drops of my Mistres breast” in one of the satiric “elegies,” but 
the occurrence of lines like 

Our hands were firm ely cimented 

With a fast balme, which thence did spring 

in a poem like “The Ecstasy”! The passage quoted, one may 
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argue, glances at the very phenomenon which Huxley so ami- 
ably describes; but Donne has transmuted it into something 
else. 

But if Donne could have it both ways, most of us, in this 
latter day, cannot. We are disciplined in the tradition of either- 
or, and lack the mental agility— to say nothing of the maturity 
of attitude— which would allow us to indulge in the finer dis- 
tinctions and the more subtle reservations permitted by the 
tradition of both-and. Flesh or spirit, merely a doxy or purely 
a goddess (or alternately, one and then the other), is more 
easily managed in our poetry, and probably, for that matter, 
in our private lives. But the greater poems of our tradition are 
more ambitious in this matter: as a consequence, they come 
perhaps nearer the truth than we do with our ordinary hand-to- 
mouth insights. In saying this, however, one need by no means 
confine himself to the poetry of Donne. If we are not too much 
blinded by our doctrine of either-or, we shall be able to see 
that there are many poems in the English tradition which 
demonstrate a thorough awareness of the problem and which 
manage, at their appropriate levels, the same kinds of synthesis 
of attitudes which we associate characteristically with Donne- 

Take Pope’s Rape of the Lock, ior instance. Is Belinda a 
goddess, or is she merely a frivolous tease? Pope himself was, 
we may be sure, thoroughly aware of the problem. His friend 
Swift penetrated the secrets of the lady’s dressing room with 
what results we know. Belinda’s dressing table, of course, is 
bathed in a very different atmosphere; yet it may be significant 
that Pope is willing to allow us to observe his heroine at her 
dressing table at ail. The poet definitely means to give us scenes 
from the greenroom, and views from the wings, as well as a 
presentation “in character” on the lighted stage. 

Pope, of course, did not write The Rape of the Lock because 
he was obsessed with the problem of Belinda’s divinity. He 
shows, indeed, that he was interested in a great many things; 
in various kinds of social satire, in a playful treatment of the 
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epic manner, in deEating some of the more vapid cliches that 
filled the love poetry of the period, and in a dozen other things. 
But we are familiar with Pope’s interest in the mock-epic as 
we are not familiar with his interest in the problem of woman 
as goddess; and moreover, the rather lurid conventional picture 
of Pope as the “wicked wasp of Twickenham”— the particular 
variant of tlie either-or theory as applied to Pope— encourages 
us to take the poem as a dainty but rather obvious satire. There 
is some justification, therefore, for emphasizing aspects of the 
poem which have received little attention in the past, and per- 
haps for neglecting other aspects of the poems which critics 
have already treated in luminous detail. 

One further point should be made: if Pope in this account 
of the poem turns out to be something of a symbolist poet, and 
perhaps even something of what we call, in our clumsy phrase, 
a “metaphysical poet” as well, we need not be alarmed. It mat- 
ters very little whether or not we twist some of the categories 
which the literary historian jealously (and perhaps properly) 
guards. It matters a great deal that we understand Pope’s poem 
in its full richness and complexity. It would be an amusing 
irony (and one not wholly undeserved) if we retorted upon 
Pope some of the brittleness and inelasticity which we feel that 
Pope was inclined to impose upon the more fluid and illogical 
poetry which preceded him. But the real victims of the ma- 
neuver, if it blinded us to his poem, would be ourselves. 

Pope’s own friends were sometimes guilty of oversimplifying 
and reducing his poem by trying to make it accord with a nar- 
row and pedantic logic. For example. Bishop Warburton, 
Pope’s friend and editor, finds an error in the famous passage 

in which Belinda and her maid are represented as priestesses 

invoking the goddess of beauty. Warburton feels forced to com- 

ment as follows: “There is a small inaccuracy in these lines. 
He first makes his Heroine the chief PriestCss, then the Goddess 
herself.” The lines in question run as follows: 
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Firstj rob’d in White, the Nymph intent adores 
With Head uncover’d, the Cosmetic Pow’rs. 

A heav’nly Image in the Glass appears. 

To that she bends, to that her Eyes she rears. . . . 

It is true tliat Pope goes on to imply that Belinda is the chief 
priestess (by calling her maid the “inferior Priestess”), and that, 
a few lines later, he has the maid deck the goddess (Belinda) 
“with the glitt’ring Spoil.” But surely Warburton ought not to 
have missed the point: Belinda, in worshiping at the shrine of 
beauty, quite naturally worships herself. Whose else is the 
“heav’nly Image” which appears in the mirror to which she 
raises her eyes? The violation of logic involved is intended and 
is thoroughly justified, Belinda is a goddess, but she puts on her 
divinity at her dressing table; and, such is the paradox of 
beauty- worship, she can be both the sincere devotee and the 
divinity herself. We shall certainly require more sensitive in- 
struments than Bishop Warburton’s logic if we are to become 
aware of some of the nicest effects in the poem. 

But to continue with the dressing-table scene: 

The Fair each moment rises in her Charms, 

Repairs her SmMes, awakens ev’ry Grace, 

And calls forth all the Wonders of her Face; 

Sees by Degrees a purer Blush arise, 

And keener Lightnings quicken in her Eyes. 

It is the experience which the cosmetic advertisers take at 
a level of dead seriousness, and obviously Pope is amused to 
have it taken seriously. And yet, is there not more here than 
the obvious humor? Belinda is, after all, an artist, and who 
should be more sympathetic with the problems of the conscious 
artist than Pope himself? In our own time, William Butler 
Yeats, a less finicky poet than Pope, could address a “young 
beauty” as “dear fellow artist.” 

In particular, consider the “purer Blush." Why purer? One 
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must not laugh too easily at the purity of the blush which 
Belinda is engaged in painting upon her face. After ail, may 
we not regard it as a blush “recollected in tranquillity," and 
therefore a more ideal blush titan the spontaneous actual blush 
which shame or hauteur on an actual occasion might bring? 
If we merely read “purer" as ironic for its opposite, “impurer” 
—that is, unspontaneous and therefore unmaidenly— we shall 
miss not only the more delightful aspects of the humor, but 
we shall miss also Pope’s concern for the real problem. Which 
is, after all, the more maidenly blush? That will depend, ob- 
viously, upon what one considers the essential nature of maid- 
ens to be; and Belinda, we ought to be reminded, is not the 
less real nor the less feminine because she fails to resemble 
Whittier’s robust heroine, Maude Muller. 

One is tempted to insist upon these ambiguities and com- 
plexities of attitude, not with any idea of overturning the 
orthodox reading of Pope’s irony, but rather to make sure that 
we do not conceive it to be more brittle and thin than it actu- 
ally is. This fact, at least, should be plain; regardless of what 
we may make of the "purer Blush,” it is true that Belinda’s 
dressing table does glow with a special radiance and charm, 
and that Pope, though amused by the vanity which it repre- 
sents, is at the same time thoroughly alive to a beauty which 
it actually possesses. ; 

There is a further reason for feeling that we shall not err in 
taking the niceties of Pope’s descriptions quite seriously. One 
notices that even the metaphors by which Pope characterizes 
Belinda are not casual bits of decoration, used for a moment, 
and then forgotten. They run throughout the poem as if they 
were motifs. For instance, at her dressing table Belinda is not 
only a priestess of “the Sacred Rites of Pride,” but she is also 
compared to a warrior arming for the fray. Later in the poem 
she is the warrior once more at the card table in her conquest 
of the two “adventrous Knights”; and again, at the end of the 
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poem, she emerges as the heroic conqueror in the epic en- 
counter of the beaux and belles. 

_ , . 'e. " 


compared to the sun. Pope suggests that the sun recognizes m 
Belinda a rival, and fears her: 

Sol thro' white Curtains shot a timorous Ray, 

And op'd those Eyes that must eclipse the Day. 

But the sun’s fear of Belinda has not been introduced merely 
in order to give the poet an opportunity to mock at the polite 
cliche. The sun comparison appears again at the beginning of 
Canto II: 

Not with more Glories, in th' Etherial Plain, 

The Sun first rises o’er the imrhled Main. 


Belinda is like the sun, not only because of her bright eyes, 
and not only because she dominates her special world (“But 
ev’ry Eye was fix’d on her alone”). She is like the sun in an- 
other regard: 

Bright as the Sun, her Eyes the Gazers strike, 

And, like the Sun, they shine on all alike. 

Is this general munificence on the part of Belinda a fault or a 
virtue? Is she shallow and flirtatious, giving her favors freely 
to all; or, does she distribute her largesse impartially like a 
great prince? Or, is she simply the well-bred belle who knows 
that she cannot play favorites if she wishes to be popular? The 
sun comparison is able to carry all these meaning, and there- 
fore goes past any momentary Jest. Granting that it may be 

;h 

Gave of Spleen) represents the sun in eclipse, still the sun com- 
parison does appear once more in the poem, and quite ex- 
li 
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When those fair Suns shall sett, as sett they must, 

And all those Tresses shall be laid in Dust; 

This Lock, the Muse shall consecrate to Fame, 

And mid’st the stars inscribe Belinda’s Name! 

Here, one notices that the poet, if he is forced to concede that 
Belinda’s eyes are only metaphorical suns after all, still promises 
that tlie ravished lock shall have a celestial eternity, adding, like 
the planet Venus, “new Glory to the shining Spherel” And 
here Pope, we may be sure, is not merely playful in his meta- 
phor. Belinda’s name has been inscribed in the only heaven in 
which a poet would care to inscribe it. If the skeptic still has 
any doubts about Pope’s taking Belinda very seriously, there 
should be no difficulty in convincing him that Pope took his 
own work very seriously indeed. 

We began by raising the question of Belinda’s status as a 
goddess. It ought to be quite clear that Pope’s attitude toward 
Belinda is not exhausted in laughing away her claims to di- 
vinity. The attitude is much more complicated than that. 
Belinda’s charm is not viewed uncritically, but the charm is 
real: it can survive the poet's knowledge of how much art and 
artifice have gone into making up the charm. The attitude is 
not wholly unrelated to that of Mirabell toward Millamant in 
Congreve’s The Way of the World, Mirabell knows that his 
mistress has her faults, but as he philosophically remarks: “. . . I 
like her with ail her faults; nay, like her for her faults. Her 
follies are so natural, or so artful, that tliey become her. . . . she 
once used me with that insolence, that in revenge I took her to 
pieces, sifted her, and separated her failings; I studied ’em, and 
got ’em by rote. ... They are now grown as familiar to me as 
my own frailties; and in all probability, in a little time longer, 
I shall like ’em as well.’’ The relation of author to creation can 
be more philosophical still: and though Pope’s attitude toward 
his heroine has a large element of amused patronage in it, I 
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find no contempt. Rather, Pope finds Belinda charming, and 
expects US to feel her charm. 

To pursue the matter of attitude further still, what, after all, 
is Pope’s attitude toward the iridescent little myth of the sylphs 
which he has provided to symbolize the polite conventions 
which govern the conduct of maidens? We miss the whole point 
if we dismiss the sylphs as merely “supernatural machinery.” 
In general, we may say that the myth represents a qualification 
of the poet’s prevailingly naturalistic interpretation. More 
specifically, it represents his attempt to do justice to the intri- 
cacies of the feminine mind. For( in spite of Pope’s amusement 
at the irrationality of that mind. Pope acknowledges its beauty 
and its power. = 

In making this acknowledgement, he is a good realist—a 
better realist, indeed, than he appears when he tries to parade 
the fashionable ideas of the Age of Reason as in his “Essay on 
Man.” He is good enough realist to know that although men 
in their “Learned Pride” may say that it is Honor which pro- 
tects the chastity of maids, actually it is nothing of the sort; the 
belles are not kept chaste by any mere abstraction. It is the 

sylphs, the sylphs with their interest in fashion notes and their 

knowledge of the feminine heart: 

With varying Vanities, from etfry Part, 

They shift the moving Toyshop of their Heart; 

Where Wigs with Wigs, with Sword-knots Sword’’ 
knots strive. 

Beaus banish Beaus, and Coaches Coaches drive. 

Yet the myth of the sylphs is no mere decoration to this 
essentially cynical generalization. The sylphs do represent the 
supernatural, though the supernatural reduced, of course, to 
its flimsiest proportions. The poet has been very careful here. 
Even Belinda is not made to take their existence too seriously. 
As for the poet, he ver>' modestly recuses himself from render- 
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ing any judgment at ali by ranging himself on the side of 
“Learned Pride”; 

Some secret Truths from Learned Pride conceal d, 

To Maids alone and Children are reveal’d: 

What tho’ no Credit doubting Wits may give? 

The Fair and Innocent shall still believe. 

In the old wives’ tale or the child’s fairy story may lurk an item 
of truth, after all. Consider the passage carefully, 

“Fair” and “Innocent” balance “Maids” and “Children.” 
Yet they act further to color the whole passage. Is “fair” used 
merely as a synonym for “maids”— e.g., as in “the fair”? Or, is 
it that beauty is easily flattered? The doctrine which Ariel urges 
Belinda to accept is certainly flattering: “Hear and believe! 
thy own Importance know/. . . unnumber’d Spirits round thee 
fly. . . .” Is “innocent” to be taken to mean “guiltless,” or does 
it mean “naive,” perhaps even “credulous”? And how do “fair” 
and “innocent” influence each other? Do the fair believe in the 
sylphs because they are still children? (Ariel, one remembers, 
begins by saying; “If e’er one Vision touch’d thy infant 
Thought . . .”) Pope is here exploiting that whole complex of 
associations which surround “innocence” and connect it on the 
one hand with more than worldly wisdom and, on the other, 
with simple gullibility. 

Pope, as we now know, was clearly unjust in suggesting that 
Addison’s advice against adding the machinery of the sylphs was 
prompted by any desire to prevent the improvement of the 
poem. Addison’s caution was “safe” and natural under the cir- 
cumstances. But we can better understand Pope’s pique if we 
come to understand how important the machinery was to be- 
come in the final version of the poem. For it is Pope’s treat- 
ment of the sylphs which allows him to develop, with the most 
delicate modulation, his whole attitude toward Belinda and 
the special world which she graces. It is precisely the poet's 
handling of the supernatural— the level at which he is willing 
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to entertain it— the amused qualifications which he demands of 
it— that makes it possible for him to state his attitude with full 
complexity. 

The sylphs are, as Ariel himself suggests, “honor,” though 
honor rendered concrete and as it actually functions, not honor 
as a dry abstraction. The sylphs’ concern for good taste allows 
little range for critical perspective or a sense of proportion. To 
Ariel it will really be a dire disaster whether it is her honor or 
her new brocade that Belinda stains. To stain her honor will 
certainly constitute a breach of good taste— whatever else it may 
be— and that for Ariel is enough. Indeed, it is enough for the 
rather artificial world of manners with which Pope is concerned. 

The myth of the sylphs is, thus, of the utmost utility to Pope: 
it allows him to show his awareness of the absurdities of a point 
of view which, nevertheless, is charming, delightful, and filled 
with a real poetry. Most important of all, the myth allows him 
to suggest that the charm, in part at least, springs from the very 
absurdity. The two elements can hardly be separated in Belinda; 
in her guardian, Ariel, they cannot be separated at all. 

In this connection, it is well to raise specifically the question 
of Pope’s attitude toward the “rape” itself. We certainly under- 
estimate the poem if we rest complacently in the view that Pope 
is merely laughing at a tempest in a teapot. There is such 
laughter, to be sure, and late in the poem. Pope expresses his 
own judgment of the situation, employing Clarissa as his mouth- 
piece. But the tempest, ridiculous though it is when seen in 
perspective, is a real enough tempest and related to very real 
issues. Indeed, Pope is able to reduce the incident to its true 
importance, precisely because he recognizes clearly its hidden 
significance. And nowhere is Pope more careful to take into 
account all the many sides of the situation than just here in the 
loss of the lock itself . 

For one thing. Pope is entirely too clear-sighted to allow that 
the charming Belinda is merely the innocent victim of a rude 
assault. Why has she cherished the lock at all? In part at least, 
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“to the Destruction of Mankind,” though mankind, of course, 
in keeping with the convention, wishes so to be destroyed. Pope 
suggests that the Baron may even be the victim rather than the 
aggressor— it is a moot question whether he has seized the lock 
or been ensnared by it. Pope does this very skillfully, but with 
great emphasis: 

Love in these Labyrinths his Slaves detains, 

And mighty Hearts are held in slender Chains. 

With hairy Sprindges we the Birds betray, 

Slight Lines of Hair surprize the Finny Prey, 

Fair Tresses Man’s Imperial Race insnare. 

And Beauty draws us with a single Hair. 

Indeed, at the end of the poem, the poet addresses his heroine 
not as victim but as a “murderer”: 

For, after all the Murders of your Eye, 

When, after Millions slain, your self shall die. . . . 

After all, does not Belinda want the Baron (and young men 
in general) to covet the lock? Si'e certainly does not want to 
retain possession of the lock forever. The poet naturally sym- 
pathizes with Belinda’s pique at the way in which the Baron 
obtains the lock. He must, in the war of the sexes, coax her 
into letting him have it. Force is clearly unfair, though bland- 
ishment is fair. If she is an able warrior, she will consent to the 
young man’s taking the lock, though the lock still attached to 
her head— and on the proper terms, honorable marriage. If she 
is a weak opponent, she will yield the lock, and herself, without 
any stipulation of terms, and will thus become a ruined maid 
indeed. Pope has absolutely no illusions about what the game 
is, and is certainly not to be shocked by any naturalistic inter- 
pretation of the elaborate and courtly conventions under which 
Belinda fulfills her natural function of finding a mate. 

On the other hand, this is not at all to say tliat Pope is anxious 
to do away with the courtly conventions as a pious fraud. He 
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is not the romantic anarchist who would abolish all conventions 
because they are artificial. The conventions not only have a 
regularizing function; they have their own charm. Like the 
rules of the card game in which Belinda triumphs, they may at 
points be arbitrary; but they make the game possible, and with 
it, the poetry and pageantry involved in it, in which Pope very 
clearly delights. 

The card game itself, of course, is another symbol of the war 
of the sexes. Belinda must defeat the men; she must avoid that 
debacle in which 

The Knave of Diamonds tries his wily Arts, 

And wins (oh shameful Chance!) the Queen of Hearts. 

She must certainly avoid at every cost becoming a ruined maid. 
In the game as played, tliere is a moment in which she is “Just 
in the Jaws of Ruin, and Codille,” and gets a thrill of delicious 
excitement at being in so precarious a position. 

If the reader objects that the last comment suggests a too 
obviously sexual interpretation of the card game, one must 
hasten to point out that a pervasive sexual symbolism informs, 
not only the description of the card game, but almost every- 
thing else in the poem, though here, again, our tradition of 
either-or may cause us to miss what Pope is doing. We are not 
forced to take the poem as either sly bawdy or as delightful 
fantasy. But if we are to see what Pope actually makes of his 
problem, we shall have to be alive to the sexual implications 
which are in the poem. 

They are perfectly evident— even in the title itself; and the 
poem begins with an address to the Muse in which the sexual 
implications are underscored: 

Say what strange Motive, Goddess! eou’d compel 
A well-bred Lord t’assault a gentle Belle} 

Oh say what stranger Cause, yet unexplor'd, 

Cou'd make a gentle Belle reject a Lord? 
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True, we can take assault and reject in their more general mean- 
ings, not in their specific Latin senses, but the specific meanings 
are there just beneath tlie surface. Indeed, it is hard to believe, 
on the evidence of the poem as a whole, that Pope would have 
been In the least surprised by Sir James Frazer’s later commen- 
taries on the ubiquity of hair as a fertility symbol. In the same 
way, one finds it hard to believe, after some of tlie material in 
the "Cave of Spleen” section ("And Maids turn’d Bottels, call 
aloud for Corks”), that Pope would have been too much star- 
tled by the theories of Sigmund Freud. 

The sexual implications become quite specific after the “rape” 
has occurred. Thalestris, in inciting Belinda to take action 
against the Baron, cries: 

Gods! shall the Ravisher display your Hair, 

While the Fops envy, and the Xjidies stare! 

Even if we take ravisher in its most general sense, still the 
sexual symbolism lurks Just behind Thalestris’ words. Else why 
should honor be involved as it is? Why should the Baron desire 
the lock, and why should Belinda object so violently, not as to 
an act of simple rudeness, but to losing "honor” and becoming a 
“degraded Toast”? The sexual element is involved at least to 
the extent that Belinda feels that she cannot afford to suffer the 
Baron, without protest, to take such a "liberty.” 

But a deeper sexual importance is symbolized by the whole 
incident. Belinda’s anguished exclamation— 

Oh hadst thou. Cruel! been content to seize 

Flairs less in sights or any Hairs but these! 

carries on, unconsciously, the sexual suggestion. The lines indi- 
cate, primarily, of course, Belinda’s exasperation at the ruining 
of her coiffure. The principal ironic effect, therefore, is one of 
bathos: her angry concern for the prominence of the lock de- 
flates a little her protests about honor. (Something of the bathos 
carries over to the sexual parallel: it is hinted, perhaps, that the 
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worst thing about a real rape for the belle would be that it 
could not be concealed.) But though Belinda’s vehemence gives 
rise to these ironies, the exclamation itself is dramatically ap- 
propriate; and Belinda would doubtless have blushed to have 
her emphasis on “any” interpreted literally and rudely. In her 
anger, she is obviously unconscious of the faux pas. But the 
fops whose admiring and envious comments on the exposed 
trophy Thalestris can predict— -“Already hear the horrid thinp 
they say”— would be thoroughly alive to the unconscious double 
entendre. Pope’s friend, Matthew Prior, wrote a naughty poem 
in which the same double entendre occurs. Pope himself, we 
may be sure, was perfectly aware of it. 

In commenting on Pope’s attitude toward the rape, we have 
suggested by implication his attitude toward chastity. Chastity 
is one of Belinda’s most becoming garments. It gives her her 
retinue of airy guardians. As a proper maiden, she will keep 
from staining it just as she will keep from staining her new 
brocade. Its very fragility is part of its charm, and Pope becomes 
something of a symbolist poet in suggesting this. Three times 
in the poem he refers to the breaking of a frail china jar, once 
in connection with the loss of chastity, twice in connection with 
the loss of “honor” suffered by Belinda in the “rape” of the lock: 

Whether the Nymph shall break Diana’s Lawj 

Or some frail China Jar receive a Flaw . . . . 

Or when rich China. VesselSj, faVn from high^ 

In glittring Dust and painted Fragments lie! 

Thrice from my trembling hands the Patch-box fell; 

The tottering China shook without a Wind. ... 

Pope does not say, but he suggests, that chastity is, like the fine 
porcelain, something brittle, precious, useless, and easily broken. 
In the same way, he has hinted that honor (for which the sylphs, 
in part, stand) is something pretty, airy, fluid, and not really 
believed in. The devoted sylph who interposes his “body” be- 
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tween the lock and the closing shears is clipped in two, but 
honor suffers little damage: 

Fate urj^d the Sheers^ and cut the Sylph in twain, 

(But Airy Substance soon unites again). 

It would be easy here to turn Pope into a cynic; but to try 
to do this is to miss the point. Pope does not hold chastity to 
be of no account. He definitely expects Belinda to be chaste; 
but, as a good humanist, he evidently regards virginity as essen- 
tially a negative virtue, and its possession, a temporary state. 
He is very far from associating it with any magic virtue as Mil- 
ton does in his Comus. The only magic which he will allow it is 
a kind of charm— a je-ne-sais-quoi such as the sylphs possess. 

Actually, we probably distort Pope’s views by putting the 
question in terms which require an explicit judgment at all. 
Pope accepts in the poem the necessity for the belle to be chaste 
Just as he accepts the necessity for her to be gracious and attrac- 
tive. But in accepting this, he is thoroughly alive to the cant 
frequently talked about woman’s honor, and most of all, he is 
ironically, though quietly, resolute in putting first things first. 
This, i take it, is the whole point of Clarissa's speech. When 
Clarissa says: 

Since painted, or not painted, all shall fade, 

And she who scorns a Man, must die a Maid, 

we need not assume with Leslie Stephen that Pope is expressing 
a smug masculine superiority, with the implication that, for a 
woman, spinsterhood is the worst of all possible ills. (There is 
actually no reason for supposing that Pope thought it so.) The 
real point is that, for Belinda, perpetual spinsterhood w the 
worst of all possible ills. In her own terms, it would be a disaster 
to retain her locks forever— locks turned to gray, though still 
curled with a pathetic hopefulness, unclaimed and unpossessed 
by any man. Belinda does not want that; and it is thus a viola- 
tion of good sense to lose sight of the fact tliat the cherished 
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lock is finally only a means to an end— one weapon to be used 
by the warrior in the battle, and not the strongest weapon at 
that. 

Clarissa is, of course, promptly called a prude, and the battle 
begins at once in perfect disregard of the “good sense” that she 
has spoken. Pope is too fine an artist to have it happen other- 
wise. Belinda has been sorely vexed— and she, moreover, re- 
mains charming, even as an Amazon. After all, what the poet 
has said earlier is sincerely meant: 

If to her share some Female Errors fall, 

Look on her Face, and you’ll forget ’em all. 

Though Pope obviously agrees with Clarissa, he is neither sur- 
prised nor particularly displeased with his heroine for flying in 
the face of Clarissa’s advice. 

The battle of the sexes which ensues parodies at some points 
the combat in the great epic which Milton fashioned on the 
rape of the apple. But the absurdity of a battle in which the 
contestants cannot be killed is a flaw in Milton’s great poem, 
whereas Pope turns it to beautiful account in his. In Paradise 
Lost, the great archangels single each other out for combat in 
the best Homeric style. But when Michael’s sword cleaves the 
side of Lucifer, the most that Milton can do with the incident 
is to observe that Lucifer feels pain, for his premises force him 
to hurry on to admit that 

.... th’ Ethereal substance clos’d 
Not long divisible . ... 

Lucifer is soon back in the fight, completely hale and formida- 
ble as ever. We have already seen how delightfully Pope con- 
verts this cabbage into a rose in the incident in which the sylph, 
in a desperate defense of tire lock, is clipped in two by the 
shears. ■ 

The absurdity of a war fought by invulnerable opponents 
gives an air of unreality to the whole of Milton’s episode. There 
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is a bickering over rules. Satan and his followers cheat by in- 
venting gunpowder. The hosts under Michael retort by throw- 
ing the celestial hills at the enemy; and the Almighty, to put a 
stop to the shameful rumpus, has the Son throw the trouble- 
makers out. But if the fight were really serious, a fight to the 
death, why does the heavenly host not throw the hills in the 
first place? Or, why does not the Almighty cast out the rebels 
without waiting for the three days of inconclusive fighting to 
elapse? The prevailing atmosphere of a game— a game played 
by good little boys and by unmannerly little ruffians, a game 
presided over by the stem schoolmaster, haunts the whole epi- 
sode. The advantage is wholly with Pope here. By frankly recog- 
nizing that the contest between his beaux and belles is a game, 
he makes for his basic intention. 

The suspicion that Pope in this episode is glancing at Milton 
is corroborated somewhat by Pope’s general use of his celestial 
machinery. The supernatural guardians in The Rape of the 
Lock are made much of, but their effectiveness is hardly com- 
mensurate with their zeal. The affinities of the poem on this 
point are again with Paradise Lost, not with the Iliad. In Mil- 
ton’s poem, the angels are carefully stationed to guard Adam 
and Eve in their earthly home, but their protection proves, in 
the event, to be singularly ineffectual. They cannot prevent 
Satan from finding his way to the earth; and though they soar 
over the Garden, their “radiant Files,/ Daz’ling the Moon,” they 
never strike a blow. Even when they discover Satan, and pre- 
pare to engage him in combat, God, at the last moment, pre- 
vents the fight. Indeed, for all their numbers and for all their 
dazzling splendor, they succeed in determining events not at 
all. They can merely, in the case of Raphael, give the human 
pair advice and warning. Milton, though he loved to call their 
resonant names, and evidently tried to provide them with a 
realistic function, was apparently so fearful lest he divert atten- 
tion from Adam’s own freely made decision that he succeeds in 
giving them nothing to do. 
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If this limitation constitutes another ironical defect, perhaps, 
in Milton’s great epic, it fits Pope’s purposes beautifully. For, as 
we have seen. Pope’s supernatural machinery is as airy as gos- 
samer, and the fact that Ariel can do no more than Raphael, 
advise and wam~for all his display of zeal— makes again for 
Pope’s basic intention. The issues in Pope’s poem are matters 
of taste, matters of “good sense,’’ and the sylphs do not violate 
the human limitations of this world which Pope has elected to 
describe and in terms of which judgments are to be made. Mat- 
ters of morality— still less, the ultimate sanctions of morality- 
are never raised. 

One more of the numerous parallels between The Rape of 
the Lock and Paradise Lost ought to be mentioned here, even 
though it may well be one of which Pope was unconscious. After 
the Fall has taken place, Michael is sent to prepare Adam for 
his expulsion from the happy garden. The damage has been 
done, the apple has been plucked and eaten, the human pair 
must prepare to go out into the “real” world, the “fallen” world 
of our ordinary human experience. Yet, Michael promises that 
Adam can create within his own breast “A Paradise . . . happier 
farr.” Clarissa’s advice to Belinda makes the same point. For 
better or worse, the lock has been lost. That fact must be ac- 
cepted. In suggesting Belinda’s best course under the circum- 
stances, Clarissa raises quite explicitly Belinda’s status as a 
divinity: 

Say, why are Beauties praised and honoured most . . . 

Why Angels calVd, and Angel-like adofd? 

The divine element cannot reside in mere beauty alone, painted 
cheeks, bright eyes, curled locks. All human beauty is tainted 
with mortality: true “angelhood” resides in a quality of mind, 
and therefore can survive the loss of mere mortal beauty— can 
survive the loss of the lock, even the destruction of its beauty 
by the shears of time. The general parallel between the two 
speeches is almost complete, Belinda's true divinity, like Adam’s 
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happier paradise, is to be found within her. Pope, like Miiton, 
can thus rationalize the matter in terms which allow him to 
dismiss the supernatural machinery and yet maintain the pres- 
ence of a qualified supernatural in the midst of a stem and 
rational world in which no longer one may expect “God or 
Angel Guest/ With Man, as with his Friend, familiar us’d/ 
To sit indulgent”— an altered world in which Belinda will ex- 
pect no more intimate communications from Ariel, and where 
she, like Adam and Eve, must rely on an inner virtue for advice 
and protection. 

Indeed, one is tempted to complete tlie parallel by suggesting 
that Belinda is, at this point, like Adam, being prepared to leave 
her happy garden world of innocence and maidenly delight for 
a harsher world, the world of human society as it is and with 
the poetic illusions removed. 

To return to the battle between the beaux and belles: here 
Pope beautifully unifies the various motifs of the poem. The 
real nature of the conventions of polite society, the heroic pre- 
tensions of that society as mirrored in the epic, the flattering 
cliches which society conventionally employs— all come in for 
a genial ragging. Indeed, the cliches of the ardent lover become 
the focal point of concentration. For the cliches, if they make 
the contention absurd and pompous, do indicate, by coming 
alive on another level, the true, if unconscious, nature of the 
struggle. 

No common Weapons in their Hands are found. 

Like Gods they fight, nor dread a mortal Wound. 

“Like Gods they fight” should mean, in the epic framework, 
“with superhuman energy and valor.” And “nor dread a mortal 
Wound” logically completes “Like Gods they fight”— until a yet 
sterner logic asserts itself and deflates the epic pomp. A fight in 
which the opponents cannot be killed is only a sham fight. Yet, 
this second meaning is very rich after all, and draws “Like Gods 
they fight” into its own orbit of meanings; there may be an 
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extra zest in the fighting because it is an elaborate game. One 
can make godlike gestures because one has the invulnerability 
of a god. The contest is godlike, after all, because it is raised 
above the dust and turmoil of real issues. Like an elaborate 
dance, it symbolizes real issues but can find room for a grace 
and poetry which in a more earnest struggle are lost. 

I have said earlier that Pope, by recognizing the real issues 
involved, is able to render his mock-epic battle meaningful. For 
the beaux of Hampton Court, though in truth they do not need 
to dread a mortal wound, can, and are prepared to, die. We 
must remember that “to die” had at this period, as one of its 
submeanings, to experience the consummation of the sexual 
act. Pope’s invulnerable beaux rush bravely forward to achieve 
such a death; for the war of the sexes, when fought seriously 
and to the death, ends in such an act. 

The elegant battleground resounds with the cries of those 
who die “in Metaphor^ and ... in Song” In some cases, little 
more is implied than a teasing of the popular cliches about 
bearing a “living Death,” or being burnt alive in Cupid’s flames. 
But few will question the sexual implications of “die” in the 
passage in which Belinda overcomes the Baron: 

Nor fear’d the Chief th’unequal Fight to try. 

Who sought no more than on his Foe to die. . . . 

“Boast not my Fall” (he cry’d) “insulting Foe! 

Thou by some other shalt be laid as low. . . 

The point is not that Pope is here leering at bawdy meanings. 
In the full context of the poem, they are not bawdy at all— or, 
perhaps we put the matter more accurately if we say that Pope’s 
total attitude, as reflected in the poem, is able to absorb and 
digest into itself the incidental bawdy of which Pope’s friends, 
and obviously Pope himself, were conscious. The crucial point 
is that Pope's interpretation of Belinda’s divinity does not need 
to flinch from bawdy interpretations. The further meanings sug- 
gested by the naughty double entendres are not merely snicker- 
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ing jibes which contradict the surface meaning: rather those 
further meanings constitute the qualifying background against 
which Belinda’s divinity is asserted. Pope’s testimony to Be- 
linda’s charm is not glib; it is not thin and one-sided. It is 
qualified by, though not destroyed by, a recognition of all the 
factors involved— even of those factors which seem superficially 
to negate it. The touch is light, to be sure; but the poem is not 
flimsy, not mere froth. The tone is ironical, but the irony is 
not that of a narrow and acerb satire; rather it is an irony which 
accords with a wise recognition of the total situation. The 
“form” of the poem is, therefore, much more than the precise 
regard for a set of rules and conventions mechanically appre- 
hended. It is, finally, the delicate balance and reconciliation 
of a host of partial interpretations and attitudes. 

It was observed earlier that Pope is able to reduce the “rape” 
to its true insignificance because he recognizes, as his characters 
do not, its real significance. Pope knows that the rape has in it 
more of compliment than of insult, though he naturally hardly 
expects Belinda to interpret it thus. He does not question her 
indignation, but he does suggest that it is, perhaps, a more 
complex response than Belinda realizes. Pope knows too how 
artificial the social conventions really are and he is thoroughly 
cognizant of the economic and biological necessities which un- 
derlie them— which the conventions sometimes seem to mask 
and sometimes to adorn. He is therefore not forced to choose 
between regarding them as either a hypocritical disguise or as 
a poetic and graceful adornment. Knowing their true nature, 
he can view this outrage of the conventions with a wise and 
amused tolerance, and can set it in its proper perspective. 

Here the functional aspect of Pope’s choice of the epic frame- 
work becomes plain. The detachment, the amused patronage, 
the note of aloof and impartial Judgment— all demand that the 
incident be viewed with a large measure of aesthetic distance. 
Whatever incidental fun Pope may have had with tlie epic con- 
ventions, his choice of the mock-epic fits beautifully his general 
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problem of scaling down the rape to its proper insignificance. 
The scene is reduced and the characters become small and 
manageable figures whose actions can always be plotted against 
a larger background. 

How large that background is has not always been noticed. 
Belinda’s world is plainly a charming, artificial world; but Pope 
is not afraid to let in a glimpse of the real world which lies all 
about it: 

Mean while declining from the Noon of Day, 

The Sun obliquely shoots his burning Ray; 

The hungry Judges soon the Sentence sign, 

And Wretches hang that Jury-men may Dine; 

The Merchant from i/i’Exchange returns in Peace, 

And the long Labours of the Toilette cease— 

Belinda now ... 

It is a world in which business goes on and criminals are hanged 
for all that Belinda is preparing to sit down to omber. This 
momentary glimpse of the world of serious afiairs, of the world 

of business and law, of the world of casualness and cruelty, is 

not introduced merely to shrivel the high concerns of polite 
society into ironical insignificance, though its effect, of course, 
is to mock at the seriousness with which the world of fashion 
takes its affairs. Nor is the ironical clash which is introduced 
by the passage uncalculated and unintentional: it is not that 
Pope himself is unconsciously callous— without sympathy for 
the “wretches.” The truth is that Pope’s own perspective is so 
scaled, his totality of view so honest, that he can afford to em- 
bellish his little drama as lovingly as he likes without for a mo- 
ment losing sight of its final triviality. A lesser poet would either 
have feared to introduce an echo of the “real” world lest the 
effect prove to be too discordant, or would have insisted on the 

discord and moralized, too heavily and bitterly, the contrast be- 

tween the gay and the serious. Pope’s tact is perfect. The passage 
is an instance of the complexity of tone which the p<xm pos- 
sesses. 




CHAPTER SIX 


Gro/s Storied Urn 


For readers who insist that great poetry can make use of “simple 
eloquence’’— a straightforward treatment of “poetic” material, 
free from any of the glozings of rhetoric—" Elegy written in 
a Country Churchyard” must seem the classical instance. And 
by the same token, the “Elegy” would appear to be the most 
difficult poem to subsume under the theory of poetic structure 
maintained in this book. 

In Gray’s poem, the imagery does seem to be intrinsically 
poetic; the theme, true; the “statement,” free from ambiguity, 
and free from irony. Indeed, I. A. Richards is able to use the 
first stanza of the “Elegy” as an example of what he says “we 
are apt to regard as the normal standard case” where “the prose- 
sense appears to be the source of the rest of our response,” in 
contrast to that type of poetic structure (which Richards illus- 
trates by Blake’s “Memory, hither come”) in which the “prose- 
sense” has little or nothing to do with the reader’s response. 

It is noteworthy, however, that Richards writes “appears to 
be the source,” for we can conceive of the prose-sense as the 
exclusive source of the poetic effect only as a limiting case. In 
no actual poem is the reader’s response determined solely by 
the prose-sense. Still, what the “Elegy” “says” as poetry does 
seem so close to what the prose-sense manages to say, that the 
reader is tempted to think of the prose-sense as the poetic con- 
tent, a content which in this poem is transmitted, essentially 
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unqualified, to the reader by means of the poetic form, which, 
in this case, merely supplies a discreet decoration to the content. 

There are a number of evidences, however, which ought to 
put us on our g;uard against accepting so simple an account of 
the relation of form to content, even in this poem. For example, 
there are the Milton references with which the poem, as has 
frequently been pointed out, is suflEused. The rude forefethers 
of the village not only have in their company “mute inglorious 
Miltons.” They are conceived of as young Miltonic swains: 
“How jocund did they drive their team afield”— just as, “Under 
the opening eye-lids of the mom,” Lycidas and his companion 
“drove a field.” Or consider the famous “Full many a gem” 
stanza. I suspect that the gem which “the dark unfathora’d caves 
of ocean bear” and the flower “born to blush unseen” derive 
ultimately from the great speech of Comus with its “unsought 
diamonds” from “the Deep” and, ten lines down, its “neglected 
rose” that “withers on the stalk”— though Gray himself may 
well have been unconscious of the Miltonic echo. 

Some of the echoes Gray was plainly conscious of, as his 
specification of some of them in his notes would indicate; and 
many of them are from Milton, though many others are not. 
One of the non-Miltonic echoes which seems clearly resonant 
to me but which Gray does not mention (and of which perhajw 
he was not conscious) is that of the "Dying Emperor Hadrian 
to his Soul.” In Prior’s translation it runs: 

Poor little jt pretty, fluttering Thing, 

Must We no longer live togetherf 
And dost Thou preene thy trembling Wing, 

To take the Flight Thou know’ st not whither? 

Thy humorous Vein, thy pleasing Folly 
Lyes all neglected, all forgoti 
And pensive, wav’rihg, melancholy. 

Thou dread’ St and hop’st Thou know’st not what. 
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One may compare: 

For who, to dumb Forgetfulness a prey, 

This pleasing anxious being e’er resigned. 

Left the warm precincts of the chearful day, 

Nor cast one longing Un^ring look behind. 

The “Elegy” is thus—like The Waste Land— "a. tissue of allu- 
sions and half-allusions. If the materials of which it is composed 
are “poetic,” they have been made poetic by other poets. The 
point is not, surely, that as we read the “Elegy” we are to be 
fully conscious of all the references. But the audience for which 
Gray wrote and which ^ve its admiration to the poem was 
aware of many of them. We had therefore better not discount 
the effect of such allusions on an appreciation of the poem, 
even though it may be difficult to assess the particular function 
of each of them in detail. {How important they are may be 
Judged by the response to the poem made by an audience which 
is really completely unaware of them; our public school system, 
it may be said, is rapidly providing such an audience for the 
purposes of making such a test.) 

Yet, let me repeat, the precise modifications made by these 
allusions are difficult to assess and more difficult to prove. A bet- 
ter way to get at the alleged simplicity and directness of the 
“Elegy” is through an examination of its use of the conven- 
tional. Why is the poem rich and meaningful instead of merely 
trite and “conventional”? Do the conventional “materials” re- 
main conventional, or are they somehow rendered dramatic and 
moving? And if they are rendered dramatic, how is this accom- 
plished? 

One can touch upon this question at an obvious level by 
considering the personifications. There are many of them in 
the "Elegy.” Do they weigh the poem down beneath a clutter 
of lifeless eighteenth-century ornament, or do they come alive 
as convincing metaphors which carry the poem on the tide of 
their energy? Some of them^ it must be confessed— “Let not 
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Ambition mock their useful toil”— seem vulnerable to Cole- 
ridge’s charge that they have acquired little more of the persona 
than can be accorded by a capital letter. 

The personifications, I think, can, as a matter of fact, be justi- 
fied. But they cannot be justified in the conventional account. 
They are certainly not vivid and fresh metaphors. The person- 
ifications indeed furnish perhaps the sharpest instance of the 
general problem which the conventional accounts of the poem 
fail to solve. Such accounts of the poem cannot explain why the 
“large and general truths” of this poem, when expressed quite 
as clearly in other poems, and decorated there with materials 
out of the same poetic wardrobe, fail as the “Elegy” does not 
fail. On this point indeed the success of past criticism has not 
been so notable as to preclude another sort of account. 

In the first place, it may be of interest to note that very little 
description is lavished upon the churchyard itself. There is 
stanza four, of course: “Beneath those rugged elms, etc.” There 
are also, later in the poem, passing allusions to the “short and 
simple annals of the poor,” to “this neglected spot,” to the “frail 
memorial[s]” with their “uncouth rhimes”— but these later ref- 
erences tend to be general, not specific. What the attention is 
focused on, even in the first stanzas, is not the graveyard itself, 
but what can be seen by a man standing in the graveyard: “the 
lowing herd [winding] slowly o’er the lea,” the fading landscape, 
the ivy-mantled tower from which the owl hoots. 

Even the dead, when the poet recurs to them specifically, are 
described in terms of what they were— the village (in the church- 
yard of which they lie) as it was when the men were alive. It is 
primarily a village at dawn (“The breezy call of incense-breath- 
ing Morn”) or a village at noon (“Oft did the harvest to their 
sickle yield”), not the nigiit-shrouded village on which the 
speaker now looks out. And the one reference in this passage to 
the village at evening is to the village of the past when the 
“blazing hearth” burned for the return of the men who are now 
dead. 
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These points are perhaps too obvious to seem worth making. 
But there must be no mistake as to what is going on: the poem 
is not a simple mood piece, centered on the description of the 
churchyard itself. Certainly, the poem does not derive its vitality 
from either a “realistic” or a “poetic” description of the church- 
yard as such, (This is not to say that the “graveyard imagery” is 
not typical of the century, or that it does not have its impor- 
tance. It is to say that the “graveyard imagery" does not, by its 
mere presence, convert the “Elegy” into a poem.) 

Indeed, one can go further. The churchyard is described for 
the most part, not directly, but by contrast with its opposite: 
the great abbey church. And there are actually more references 
to the details of the abbey church as a burial place than to the 
details of the country churchyard itself. 

This becomes plain when we see that the personifications are 
actually die allegoric figures, beloved by the eighteenth cen- 
tury, which clutter a great abbey church such as that at Bath 
or at Westminster. It is true that Gray does not restrict himself 
to the sculptured figures of Memory, Honor, Knowledge; and 
it is true that he calls some of them by their less flattering 
names: Ambition, Grandeur, Flattery, Luxury, Pride. But we 
recognize them clearly enough, even.so. They wear the glazed 
“disdaiiifui smile” of eighteenth-century mortuary sculpture. 
They take up the conventional attitudes of such sculpture: one 
leans to soothe the ear— one unrolls the lettered scroll. They are 
to be met with 

Where thro’ the long-drawn isle and fretted vault 

The pealing anthem swells the note of praise. 

The marks of their identification seem plain enough. Even so, 
some readers may hesitate to accept it. Was Gray actually con- 
scious of such a purpose? Is not such a device too witty, too 
ingenious for a poet of Gray’s sensibility? But this is, if not to 
beg the question, at least to ask the question badly: for the self- 
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consciousness of the artist is not necessarily involved. The ap- 
peal is to be made to the poem itself. 

The rural graveyard in its simplicity calls up for the speaker 
memories of another kind of burial-place, one in which heraldry 
visibly makes its boast, and one filled with “storied urn” and 
“animated bust.” “Honour,” at least, it must be granted, is 
treated as one of the personifications on an allegorical monu- 
ment: 

Can storied urn or animated bust 

Back to its mansion call the fleeting breath? 

Can Honour’s voice provoke the silent dust . , . 

But whether we treat the personifications as sculptures, or as 
terms used in the grandiloquent epitaphs, or merely as the 
poet’s own projections of the pomp implied by the ornate burial- 
place— in any case, they are used ironically. That is to say, they 
are contrasted with the humble graves of the country church- 
yard, and they are meant, in contrast, to seem empty, fiat, and 
lifeless. For “Honour” to possess more vitality as a metaphor 
would run counter to the intention of the poem. We can put 
the matter in this way: the more richly and dramatically real- 
ized Honour becomes, the more plausible it would be to feel 
that “Honour” could "provoke the silent dust.” Conversely, the 
more fully dead, the more flatly abstract Flatt'ry is, the more 
absurdly ironical becomes its attempt to “sooth the dull cold 
ear of Death.” (There is, of course, here a further level of irony: 
Flatt’ry attempts what it cannot perform; but further, it is 
witless in its attempt to do what has already been done: the ear 
has been fully “soothed” already.) 

Once we see that the purpose of the poem demands that the 
personifications be used ironically, one is allowed to see some 
of the supporting ironical devices. They are rich, and some of 
them are intricate. For example, the speaker asks Ambition not 
to mock the rustics’ “homely joys.” “Homely” would mean pri- 
marily “concerned with the home”“the children running to 
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“lisp their sire’s return’’— with which the speaker has dealt in 
an earlier stanza. But “homely” probably still had the mean- 
ings (still preserved in America though it has died out in Eng- 
land) of “plain,” unadorned. (Milton used it in this sense, and 
Shakespeare clearly employs it.) 

Grandeur is not to smile at the “short and simple annals of 
the poor.” Properly speaking, of course, the poor do not have 
“annals.” Kingdoms have annals, and so do kings, but the 
peasantry does not. The choice of the term is ironical, and yet 
the “short and simple” records of the poor are their “annals” 
—the important records for them. 

A more important and brilliant example of such irony occurs 
in the eleventh stanza. An “animated” bust would presumably 
be one into which the breath of life had been breathed— a speak- 
ing likeness, endowed by the chisel of the sculptor with the soul 
itself. But the most “animated” bust {anima ~ breath, soul) 
cannot call the fleeting anima of the dead man back to its “man- 
sion.” And the mansion receives its qualification in the next 
line: it is no more than silent dust. 

Mr. William Empson has commented on the function of the 
images in the famous fourteenth stanza: 

What this means, as the context makes clear, is that eight- 
eenth-century England had no scholarship system or carriere 
ouverte aux talents. This is stated as pathetic, but the reader 
is put into a mood in which one would not try to alter it. 
(It is true that Gray’s society, unlike a possible machine 
society, was necessarily based on manual labour, but it 
might have used a man of special ability wherever he was 
bom.) By comparing the social arrangement to Nature he 
makes it seem inevitable, which it was not, and gives it a 
dignity which was undeserved. Furthermore, a gem does 
not mind being in a cave and a flower prefers not to be 
picked; we feel that the man is like the flower, as short- 
lived, natural, and valuable, and this tricks us into feeling 
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that he is better off without opportunities. The sexual 
suggestion of blush brings in the Christian idea that vir- 
ginity is good in itself, and so that any renunciation is good; 
this may trick us into feeling it is lucky for the poor man 
that society keeps him unspotted from the World. The tone 
of melapcholy claims that the poet understands the con- 



accept the “village-Hampden,” for his case is proved, and the 
comparison involved is a rather obvious one. He protests against 
tyranny, and thus is a petty Hampden, a “village” Flampden. 
We accept it the more readily because the implication that the 
village-Hampden might have, had fate placed him on a larger 
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Stage, been Hampden himself, is not pressed. But our accept- 
ance of this case carries over to the next where it may help 
to secure conviction for the claim that the “mute inglorious 
Milton” might possibly have achieved Milton’s glory had 
“Chill Penury” not “repress’d” his “noble rage”— though here 
there is no achievement— merely potential achievement, to be 
accepted on faith. The Cromwell example is, of course, the 
boldest item and makes most demand upon our acceptance. 
Here not even potentiality is stressed, but rather the negative 
virtues, the freedom from the Cromwellian crimes. We are 
asked to accept the fact that “the guiltless Cromwell” might 
have realized the virtues because the nonrealization of the 
crimes is proved. 

The last line goes on to suggest the essentially ironical obser- 
vation that there can be no real Cromwell without blood-guilt. 
This last point is very pertinent to the argument which the 
following stanzas make: that the village Hampdens and Crom- 
wells, had not "Their lot forbad,” might well have indulged in 
the worst of “heroic” crimes— waded through slaughter to a 
throne— or, that the mute inglorious Miltons might have com- 
mitted the xvorst of artistic sins— might have heaped 

. . . the shrine of Luxury and Pride 
With incense kindled at the Muse’s flame. 

It is true, of course, that the speaker does not insist that this 
would have been the inevitable course that they must have 
taken had not their “lot forbad.” The speaker has admitted that 
they possessed "growing virtues” to be “circumscrib’d” as well 
as “crimes” to be “confin’d.” Yet the implied judgment is se- 
verely realistic: many of the “rude Forefathers” would have 
ended in cruelty and empty vanity had they “leam’d to stray” 
into the “paths of glory.” The paths of glory lead but to the 
grave, but so does the path along which the “plowman home- 
ward plods his weary way.” The graves are diflferent, as we have 
seen. But both are graves— the fact of death cannot be glossed 
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over— this is the matter on which Gray’s irony exerts its force: 
not on the sentimental matter which would try to make of the 
plowman’s “narrow cell” something less than a grave. 

One last point before we leave this subject of what the “rude 
Forefathers” might have become. The poet says that “Their 
sober wishes never leam’d to stray.” This constitutes a careful 
inversion of the usual terms. One expects straying to be “nat- 
ural,” not something to be learned. One “learns” to refrain 
from straying. Knowledge has therefore conferred a favor, what- 
ever her intentions, in refusing to unroll “to their eyes her 
ample page.” For what Knowledge has to give is associated with 
madness, not sobriety. The rustics’ wishes need no sobering 
discipline—they are already sober; “knowledge” would drive 
them into ignoble competition with the rest of the “madding 
crowd.” The description of the page of Knowledge as “Rich 
with the spoils of time” is not literary decoration. It is appropri- 
ate and it distinguishes Knowledge as most men know it from 
the Science which we shall meet with at the close of the poem. 

Yet we misread the poem if we conclude that Gray is here 
merely anxious to insist for the villagers as for the Eton school- 
boys, that where “Ignorance is bliss/ ’Tis folly to be wise.” He 
has not overly insisted upon their joys. The portrayal of them 
has been realistic, not sentimental. And it has been impossible 
for them to be wise: it has not been a matter of volition at all: 
“Their lot forbad . . .” We shall not come to an instance of 
choice until we come to the case which concludes the poem. 

But if the poem thus far has tended to contrast the country 
churchyard and the abbey tombs, with the twentieth stanza the 
two are drawn together once more. The contrast gives perspec- 
tive to the rustic churchyard, but the comparison is used fairly. 
The abbey burial ground is, in its turn, humanized by the 
churchyard. Even the extravagancies on which the poet has 
looked sardonically are rooted finally in something so deep that 
it can be found in the country churchyard too: the churchyard 
has its memorials, though “frail,” its rhiraes, though “uncouth," 
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and its sculpture, though “shapeless.” If the passage can'ies on 
the contrast between the sumptuous magnificence of the ornate 
tombs and those other tombs of “this neglected” spot, and thus 
adds to the pathos of the rustic graves, it tends to account for 
the ornate tombs by making them, after all, the expression of 
a basic human impulse. The “Proud,” thus, partake of the 
pathos in a queer, ironical fashion. For their attempts to hold 
on to “the warm precincts of the chearful day”— attempts which 
the speaker has shown to be ineffectual— appear the more des- 
perate in proportion as their luxury exceeds the simple tomb. 

The Miltonic inversion of the twenty-second stan2a supports 
the effect very nicely, “For who, to dumb Forgetfulness a prey,” 
etc., can mean: for what man, having forgotten himself com- 
pletely, ever left the cheerful day without casting back a look 
of regret. Actually most of us will read it as meaning: for what 
man ever resigned this being as a prey to oblivion without cast- 
ing back one look of regret. But, on reflection, the two mean- 
ings tend to coalesce. To forget one’s human nature sufficiently 
to be able cheerfully to leave the “warm precincts of the chearful 
day” makes a demand as heroic as that of cheerfully resigning 
oneself to being forgotten by other men. In either case, one 
becomes the prey to "dumb Forgetfulness.” The general com- 
mentary on death (which ends with line ninety-two) has thus 
brought the proud and the humble together in a common hu- 
manity. The impulse to hold on to life— to strive against the 
encompassing oblivion— is to be found under the “yew-tree’s 
shade” as well as beneath the “fretted vault.” If the one has 
been treated with more pathos, the other with more irony, still 
neither can be effectual, and both in their anguish of attempt 
are finally deeply human. 

The poet, it seems to me, carries very fairly here between 
both groups. To press, with Empson, the poet’s complacency in 
seeming to accept the fate of the humble is to ignore these 
elements in the poem. (Thomas Gray, as a man, may or may 
not have been guilty of such complacency. But we are not deal- 
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ing with Gray’s political ideas. We are dealing with what the 
"Elegy” “says”— something that is not quite the same thing.) 

Any doubt as to this last point should be dissipated by a con- 
sideration of the resolution of the poem. For what is the 
speakers choice? After all, if the rude Forefathers of the village 
could not choose, since Knowledge did not unroll her ample 
page to them, he at least can choose. “Fair Science frown’d not 
on his humble birth.” He need not be buried in the church- 
yard in which he actually wishes to be buried. 

But before one goes on to examine the significance of his 
choice, it is well to begin with the first lines of the “resolution.” 
With line ninety-three the speaker comes to apply the situation 
to himself. He should, therefore, be saying 

For me, who, mindful of th’ unhonour’d Dead 
Do m these lines their artless tale relate; 

If chance, by lonely contemplation led, 

Some kindred Spirit shall inquire my fate, etc. 

(In the first stanza the speaker was willing to say me: “And leaves 
the world to darkness and to me.”) Dramatically, what has 
happened is that the meditation has gone on so fervently that 
in talking to himself, the speaker has lost his identity as an ego. 
The commentary which has been going on, though it has begun 
as that of the solitary observer, has become more general, more 
external. It would be a nice point to determine precisely who 
does speak this twenty-fourth stanza: the spirit of the place, the 
Muse, Melancholy, one side of the speaker’s own nature? Pre- 
sumably, the speaker is a part of the observer’s own nature; 
but in any case, the observer is willing to be addressed in the 
second person: he is willing to see himself as he shall be, merely 
one with the others in the country churchyard. 

We have said that this last section of the poem is to be con- 
sidered the resolution of the poem; first, we have had the case of 
those who could not choose, the "rude Forefathers of the ham- 
let”; next, the Proud, who chose, but chose in vanity; lastly. 



]0S Tho Wei! Wrayflit Um 

there is the present case, the man who is able to choose, and 
chooses the “neglected spot” after all. But though his choice is 
a kind of vindication of the lot forced upon the rustics— a point 
which Empson’s discussion of the poet's attitude fails to take 
into account— still, it will not do to insist upon the speaker’s 
conscious choice lest it seem too smugly heroic; or to make his 
identification with the rustics too easy, lest it seem unrealistic. 
It is better that the “I” to be buried should treat that self as 
passive, as he does. Moreover, stanza twenty-four grows out 
of the preceding stanza: it is human for the parting soul to 
wish for an understanding friend: 

E’en from the tomb the voice of Nature cries, 

E’en in our Ashes live their wonted Fires. 

The speaker does not attempt to sustain an inhumanly heroic 
role. He too yearns for “Some kindred Spirit” who shall inquire 
his fate; and he provides an epitaph to be read by that unknown 
friend. 

Furthermore, he sees clearly that his motives in keeping 
himself in obscurity— in confining himself to "the cool seques- 
ter’d vale of life”— will hardly be understood by the unlettered 
companions who accompany him through the vale. Their 
“sober wishes [have] never iearn’d” the vanity of straying from 
it; his, sobered by wisdom, have learned the folly of straying 
from it. They, saved by ignorance, cannot comprehend his sav- 
ing knowledge. It is a nice touch, therefore, which has the ob- 
server envisage with complete realism the account of him which 
the “hoary-headed Swain” would necessarily give to the in- 
quirer. To the Swain, he will be a creature pathetically inex- 
plicable, and perhaps crazy: 

‘Now drooping, woeful wan, like one forlorn, 

‘Or crazed with care, or crossed in hopeless love. 

It is significant that the hoary-headed Swain cannot read the 
epitaph which might explain the observer’s conduct and his 
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choice. But even if he could read the epitaph, it is evident that 
he still could not understand it, for the implication is that only 
a "kindred Spirit” could understand. In its way, then, his own 
epitaph will be more lonely than the other epitaphs about it— 
those on which the name and years “spelt by th’ unletter’d 
muse,/ The place of fame and elegy supply.” 

And what of the epitaph itself? Does it furnish a proper 
climax for die poem? Or is it, after all, trite, fiat, with an 
eighteenth-century tameness? Landor regarded it as a tin-kettle 
tied to the tail of an otherwise noble poem; and certainly the 
epitaph has come in for very little praise ever since the poem 
was published. But before one undertakes to defend the epitaph 
as poetry, it is better to make sure first that we understand it— 
in itself, and in its relation to the rest of the poem. 

To take up the first question (for the silence of the com- 
mentators here warns us that the explication had better not 
be taken for granted): what does the epitaph say in itself? In 
the first place, it implies the choice of which we have spoken 
in its very first line. His head will be laid upon the “lap of 
Earth”— the grave will be in the churchyard, not within the 
church. And the lines that follow have to do with the choice 
further: he will be unknown, but not because his “lot forbad.” 
Fair Science did not frown upon his humble birth, as she has 
upon the humble birth of his companions in the churchyard. 
Why does the poet not go on to write: “But Melancholy . . 
This would be an easier reading: that is, he had the knowledge 
requisite for entering into the competition for fame, but he was 
incapacitated by Melancholy. But the poet’s choice of the con- 
junction “and” compels the richer reading: Melancholy is 
something more than a disease which rendered him unfit for 
the “madding crowd’s ignoble strife.” It is associated with “Fair 
Science,” which in turn is differentiated by the association from 
the earlier “Knowledge” with which we might have been 
tempted to identify it. Melancholy becomes thus, in association 
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with Science, a kind of wisdom which allows him to see through 
the vanities which delude the Proud. 

“Large was his bounty. . . .” How? Because, like the widow’s 
mite, what he gave to Misery represented his all. How did 
Heaven render him as largely prosperous? Because Heaven gave 
him everything that he could possibly wish. Are the oppositions 
here merely pertly ironical? If we take the epitaph in isolation, 
perhaps they are. But the ironies of this stanza have the whole 
of the poem behind them. This epitaph, which the speaker 
contemplates as .one to which the kindred Spirit may be directed 
by the hoary-headed swain, is to be read in the light of the com- 
mentary already made upon those which recite the short and 
simple annals of the poor, and those others which are dictated 
by “the pomp of pow’r.” This epitaph commemorates one of 
the literally poor (“all he had, a tear”) but it claims to be the 
epitaph of a man who was rich— in his bounty to the miserable, 
and in the possessions which Heaven has showered upon him. 
(If, again, the paradox seem too easy, too brittle, we must in 
fairness take the stanza in terms of the context already estab- 
lished: there, it has certainly been implied that a true friend 
is the rarest of things. The trophies which Memory raises over 
the tombs of the proud admit Flattery to their company.) 

And now for the last stanza: is it modesty which requests the 
reader to seek no farther “his merits to disclose.” Two of the 
“merits” have already been disclosed. Have these two been 
chosen because they are modest and ordinary, or because they 
are in reality superlatively rare? If we are alive to the context, 
we can use both these answers: generosity to the poor and the 
proofs of Heaven’s favor (in accomplishment, in achievement) 
are the common matter of epitaphs. In this sense, the speaker’s 
imagined epitaph is thus typical and conventional. Yet these 
“merits” are more often boasted of rather than exemplified. 

But there is a better reason still for the choice: the merits 
disclosed are those which have special reference to the opinion 
of the world: what Heaven bestowed, and what the recipient 
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himself bestowed to the needy. Thus far the imagined epitaph 
complies with the demands of the world; for the rest, “his other 
merits” and his frailties— these have another reference. Knowl- 
edge of them is already possessed by the only Being who can 
Judge them and thus the only Being to whom they are pertinent. 

Even so, the reader may not be altogether convinced, as I am 
not altogether convinced, that the epitaph with which the poem 
closes is adequate. But surely its intended function is clear, and 
it is a necessary function if the poem is to have a structure 
and is not to be considered merely a loose collection of poetic 
passages. 

Moreover, it ought to be equally clear that the epitaph is not 
to be judged in isolation. It is part of a context, and a very rich 
context. We have to read it in terms of the conditions for a 
certain dramatic propriety which the context sets up. Among 
those conditions are these: it must be a recognizable epitaph, 
even a humble epitaph, modest in what it says, and modest, 
perhaps, even as an example of art. For it is the epitaph, after 
ail, of a “Youth to Fortune and to Fame unknown.” It must 
be closely related to the evening meditation in the churchyard, 
for it is an outgrowth of that meditation. 

But what, then, of the “kindred Spirit” who may some day 
read it? How is he, coming upon the epitaph, and reading it, 
naked of the context of the whole meditation— what is he to be 
expected to make of it? It is all very well to treat the poem as 
a dramatic structure, but if we do, then will the epitaph for the 
“kindred Spirit” incorporate within itself enough of a qualify- 
ing context? Or will it not seem to him rather flat and bare? 
But the poet has evidendy taken this question into account. 
The “kindred Spirit” must presumably know something of the 
youth, though “to Fortune and to Fame unknown,” if he is to 
be able to inquire about his fate at all. He will come to the 
epitaph possessed by a proper mood, led to this spot by “lonely 
contemplation.” And the fact that he is a“kindred Spirit” will 
supply for him much of the context which the poet has eiab- 
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orateiy built up for us in the poem itself. Indeed, the poet has 
prepared us, the readers, to be the “kindred Spirit” if we wish. 
The poet has been too good a poet, in his practice at least, for 
him to rely here upon the “prose-sense” of the epitaph as such. 
Whatever its merit (or lack of merit) as a poem in its own right, 
it is not the “Elegy written in a Country Churchyard,” nor is 
the reader brought to it in isolation as the “kindred Spirit” 
may be, nor is Gray merely identical with the youth in the 
poem who is “to Fortune and to Fame unknown.” 

In the poem, as we have seen, the epitaph is set over against 
the “shapeless sculpture” of the churchyard and also over 
against the “storied um” of the abbey church. We have tried 
to see what its relation to each is. But when we come to Gray 
himself, it is the whole “Elegy” that is his storied urn— it is the 
poem itself, the “lines” in which he relates the “artless tale” of 
the villagers—ail the lines of the poem, the whole poem, taken 
as a poetic structure. As for the um which stands beside the 
“animated bust,” its “stories” are supposed to be the material 
proper to art, and surely, as the speaker of the poem envisages 
the storied um, they have been treated artfully— in all the 
senses of that ambiguous word. By contrast, the “tale” which 
the speaker of the poem undertakes to relate is, on the other 
hand, admittedly “artless.” It is conventionally regarded as 
matter which cannot be turned into art. It is artless in this sense 
because the men whose tale it is were themselves artless— too 
innocent, too simple to have a significant story. Their story is 
merely a tale; it is no more properly a set of “annals” than the 
tale of Donne’s Ibvers is properly a “chronicle.” 

But is Gray’s telling of the “artless tale” really artless? The 
tale is simple enough, to be sure; but is the telling simple: is 
the structure of the poem simple? Not, most of us will agree, in 
the sense that it lacks art— not in the sense that it is either a 
casual collection of poetic “materials” or in the sense that it is 
the “artless” rendition of a set of poetic truths. The “Elegy” hs^ 
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a structure which we neglect at our peril if we mean to pass 

judgment on it as a poem, or, even if we are merely to point 

to it as a poem. It is a “storied um,” after ail, and, many of us 
will conclude that, like Donne's, it is a “well wrought ume," 
superior to the half-acre tombs of the Proud. 


CHAPTER SEVEN 


Wordsworth ond the Porodox of fhe iittoginofioii 


Wordsworth’s great “Intimations” ode has been for so long 
intimately connected with Wordsworth’s own autobiography, 
and indeed, Wordsworth’s poems in general have been so con- 
sistently interpreted as documents pertaining to that auto- 
biography, that to consider one of his larger poems as an object 
in itself may actually seem impertinent. Yet to do so for once 
at least is not to condemn the usual mode of procedure and it 
may, in fact, have positive advantages. 

Wordsworth’s spiritual history is admittedly important: it is 
just possible that it is ultimately the important thing about 
Wordsworth. And yet the poems are structures in their own 
right; and, finally, I suppose, Wordsworth’s spiritual biography 
has come to have the importance which it has for us because he 
is a poet. 

At any rate, it may be interesting to see what happens when 
one considers the “Ode” as a poem, as an independent poetic 
structure, even to the point of forfeiting the light which his 
letters, his notes, and his other poems throw on difficult points. 
(That forfeiture, one may hasten to advise the cautious reader, 
need not, of course, be permanent.) But to enforce it for the 
moment will certainly avoid confusion between what the poem 
“says” and what Wordsworth in general may have meant; and 
it may actually surprise some readers to see how much the 

1 , 14 ^ 
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poem, strictly considered in its own right, manages to say, as 
well as precisely what it says. 

If we consider the “Ode” in these terms, several observations 
emerge. For one thing, the poem will be seen to make more 
use of paradox than is commonly supposed. Of some of these 
paradoxes, Wordsworth himself must obviously have been 
aware; but he was probably not aware, the reader will con- 
jecture, of the extent to which he was employing paradox. 

The poem, furthermore, displays a rather consistent symbol- 
ism. This may be thought hardly astonishing. What may be 
more surprising is the fact that the symbols reveal so many 
ambiguities. In a few cases, this ambiguity, of which Words- 
worth, again, was apparently only partially aware, breaks down 
into outright confusion. Yet much of the ambiguity is rich and 
meaningful in an Empsonian sense, and it is in terms of this 
ambiguity that many of the finest effects of the poem are 
achieved. 

There are to be found in the “Ode” several varieties of 
irony; and some of the themes which Wordsworth treats in the 
poem are to be successfully related only through irony. Yet the 
principal defect of the “Ode" results from the fact that Words- 
worth will not always accept the full consequences of some of 
his ironical passages. 

Lastly, as may be surmised from what has already been re- 
marked, the “Ode” for all its fine passages, is not entirely suc- 
cessful as a poem. Yet, we shall be able to make our best defense 
of it in proportion as we recognize and value its use of ambigu- 
ous symbol and paradoxical statement. Indeed, it might be 
maintained that, failing to do this, we shall miss much of its 
power as poetry and even some of its accuracy of statement. 

It is tempting to interpret these propositions as proof of the 
fact that Wordsworth wrote the “Ode” with the “dark” side of 
his mind—that the poem welled up from his unconscious and 
that his conscious tinkering with it which %vas calculated to 
blunt and coarsen some of the finest effects was, in this case. 
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held to a minimum. But it hardly becomes a critic who has just 
proposed to treat the poem strictly as a poem, apart from its 
reflections of Wordsworth’s biography, to rush back into bio- 
graphical speculation. It is far more important to see whether 
the generalizations proposed about the nature of the poem are 
really borne out by the poem itself. This is all the more true 
when one reflects that to propose to find in the poem ambigu- 
ities, ironies, and paradoxes will seem to many a reader an at- 
tempt to fit the poem to a Procrustean bed— in fine, the bed in 
which John Donne slept comfortably enough but in which a 
Romantic poet can hardly be supposed to find any ease. 

In reading the poem, I shall emphasize the imagery pri- 
marily, and the success or relative failure with which Words- 
worth meets in trying to make his images carry and develop his 
thought. It is only fair to myself to say that I am also interested 
in many other things, the metrical pattern, for example, though 
I shall necessarily have to omit detailed consideration of this 
and many other matters. 

In the “Ode” the poet begins by saying that he has lost 
something. What is it precisely that he has lost? What does the 
poem itself say? It says that things uncelestial, the earth and 
every common sight, once seemed apparelled in celestial light. 
The word “apparelled” seems to me important. The light was 
like a garment. It could be taken off. It was not natural to the 
earth; it has been taken off. And if the celestial light is a gar- 
ment, the earth must have been clad with the garment by 
someone (the garment motif, by the way, is to appear later with 
regard to the child: “trailing clouds of glory do we come”). 

The earth, which has had to be apparelled in the garment of 
light, is counterbalanced by the celestial bodies like the sun, ^ 
moon, and stars of the next stanza. These are lightbearers cap- 
able of trailing clouds of glory themselves, and they clothe the • 
earth in light of various sorts. One is tempted here to say that 
the poles of the basic comparison are already revealed in thei^ 
first two Stanzas: the common earth on which the glory has to 
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be conferred, and the sun or moon, which confers glory. We 
can even anticipate the crux of the poem in these terms: has 
the child been clothed with light? Or does he himself clothe 
the world about him in light? But more of this later. 

This celestial apparel, the garment of light, had, the speaker 
says, the glory and the freshness of a dream. A dream has an 
extraordinary kind of vividness often associated with strong 
emotional coloring. It frequently represents familiar objects, 
even homely ones, but with the familiarity gone and the objects 
endowed with strangeness. But the dream is elusive, it cannot 
be dissected and analyzed. {Even if Wordsworth could have 
been confronted with Dr. Freud, he would, we may surmise, 
have hardly missed seeing that Freud’s brilliant accounts of 
dreams resemble science less than they do poems— “Odes on the 
Intimations of all too human humanity from unconscious rec- 
ollections of early childhood.”) Moreover, the phrase, taken 
as a whole, suggests that the glory has the unsubstantial quality 
of a dream. Perhaps this is to overload an otherwise innocent 
phrase. But I should like to point out as some warrant for this 
suggestion of unsubstantiaiity that “dream” is rhymed em- 
phatically with “To me did seem," and that it is immediately 
followed by “It is not now as it hath been of yore.” The dream 
quality, it seems to me, is linked definitely with the transience 
of the experience. Later in the poem, the dream is to be con- 
nected with “visionary gleam/’ is to be qualified by the ad- 
jective “fugitive,” and finally is to be associated with “Those 
shadowy recollections/’ 

The ambiguou s^ aracter of the child’s vision as remembered 
by the man is imp^it, therefore, in the first stanza of the poem. 
What the speaker has lost, it is suggested, is something which is 
fleeting, shadowy, and strange, but something which possesses a 
quality of insight and wholeness which no amount of other 
perception-least of all patient analysis— will duplicate. It is 
visionary; that is, like a vision, a revelation. But visionary per- 
h^^ aiso suggests something Impractical, not completely real. 
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Perhaps most interesting of all, the speaker, a little later in the 
“Ode,” has it fade into the light of common day, which is in- 
imical to both its freshness and its glory. The vision which has 
been lost is at once more intense and less intense than common 
daylight. 

The second stanza, I think, is very important in defining 
further the relation of the visionary gleam to the man and to 
the earth. Ostensibly, this second stanza simply goes on to de- 
fine further the nature of the thing lost: it is not mere beauty; 
nature is still beautiful, but a special quality has been lost. Yet 
the imagery seems to me to be doing something else beneath 
this surface statement, and something which is very important. 
In contrast to the earth, we have the rainbow, the moon, the 
stars, and the sun— all examples of celestial light; and to these 
we may add the rose by the sort of extension, not too difficult 
to be sure, by which Cowley treats it as light in his “Hymn to 
Light.” Wordsworth says that the rainbow and the rose are beau- 
tiful. We expect him to go on to say the same of the moon. But 
here, with one of the nicest touches in the poem, he reverses 
the pattern to say, “The moon doth with delight/ Look round 
her when the heavens are bare.” The moon is treated as if she 
were the speaker himself in his childhood, seeing the visionary 
gleam as she looks round her with joy. The poet cannot see the 
gleam, but he implies that the moon can see it, and suggests 
how she can: she sheds the gleam herself; she lights up and 
thus creates her world. This seems to me a hint which Words- 
worth is to develop later more explicitly, J;hat it is the child, 
looking round him with joy, who is at once both the source and 
the recipient of the vision. In this stanza even the sunshine 
(though as the source of common day it is to be used later in 
the poem as the antithesis of the visional^ gleam) participates 
in the glory— “The sunshine is a glorious birth.” The word 
birth, by the way, suggests tliat it is a dawn scene: it is the child- 
hood of the sun’s course, not the maturity. Like the moon, the 
sun joyfully creates its world. The poet is giving us here, it 
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seems to me, some very important preparation for Stanza V, 
in which he is to say “Our birth is but a sleep and a forgetting: / 
The Soul that rises with us, our life’s Star,/ Hath had else- 
where its setting . . Surely, it is perfectly clear here that the 
child, coming upon the world, trailing his clouds of glory, is 
like the sun or moon which brings its radiance with it, moon- 
light or starlight or dawn light. 

I shall not try to prove here that Wordsworth consciously 
built up the imagery of Stanza II as preparation for Stanza V. 
In one sense I think the question of whether or not Words- 
worth did this consciously is inrelevant. What I am certain of is 
this: that the lines 

The Moon doth with delight 
Look round her . ... 

strike any sensitive reader as fine to a degree which their value 
as decoration will not account for. Certainly it is a testimony 
of many readers that the famous passage “Our birth is but a 
sleep, etc.” has registered with a special impact, with more im- 
pact than the mere “beauty” of the images will account for. 
The relation of both passages to the theme, and tlieir mutual 
interrelations seem to me one way of accounting for their 
special force. 

This relation of both passages to the theme is so important, 
however, that I should like for the moment to pass over con- 
sideration of Stanzas III and IV in order to pursue further the 
central symbolism of light as treated in Stanza V, The basic 
metaphor from line sixty-seven onward has to do with the 
child’s moving away from heaven, his home— the shades of the 
prison house closing about him— the youth’s progress further 
and further from the day-spring in the east. We should, how- 
ever, if the figure were worked out with thorough consistency, 
expect him to arrive at darkness or near darkness, the shades 
of the prison house having closed round the boy all but com- 
pletely— the youth having traveled into some darkened and 
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dismal west. Yet the tantalizing ambiguity in the symbol which 
we have noticed earlier, continues. The climax of the process 
is not darkness but full daylight: “At length the Man perceives 
it die away,/ And fade into the light of common day.” We 
have a contrast, then, between prosaic daylight and starlight or 
dawn light— a contrast between kinds of light, not between 
light and darkness. There is a further difficulty in the symbol- 
ism: the sunlight, which in Stanza 11 was a glorious birth, has 
here become the symbol for the prosaic and the common and 
the mortal. 

I point out the ambiguities, not to convict the poet of con- 
fusion, but to praise him for his subtlety and accuracy. I sug- 
gest that the implied comparison of the child to the sun or the 
moon is still active here, and tliat Wordsworth is leaning on his 
earlier figure more heavily than most of his critics have pointed 
out, or than, perhaps, he himself realized. If the sun, at his 
glorious birth, lights up a world with the glory and freshness 
of a dream, with a light which persists even after he has begun 
to ascend the sky, yet the sun gradually becomes the destroyer 
of Ms earlier world and becomes his own prisoner. Indeed it is 
very easy to read the whole stanza as based on a submerged 
metaphor of the sun’s progress: the soul is like our life’s star, 
the sun, which has had elsewhere its setting. It rises upon its 
wtirld, not in utter nakedness. The trailing clouds of glory sug- 
gest the sunrise. The youth is like the sun, which, as it travels 
farther from the east, leaves the glory more and more behind 
it, and approaches prosaic daylight. But it is the sun itself 
which projects the prosaic daylight, Just as the man projects the 
common day which surrounds him, and upon which he now 
looks without joy. 

I do not insist that we have to read the Stanza as a consistent 
parallelism between the growing boy and the rising sun. Cer- 
tainly other metaphors intrude: that of the darkening prison 
house, for example. But whether or not we bring the dominant 

symbolism to the surface, there is no question, I think, that it 
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is at work within the stanza. And it is a symbolism: we are not 
permitted to pick up the metaphors when we please and drop 
them when we please. Light plays throughout the poem, and 
the “Ode,” one must remember, closes with another scene in 
which sunlight again figures prominently: 

The Clouds that gather round the setting sun 
Do take a sober colouring from an eye 
That hath kept watch o’er man’s mortality . . . . 

Here, by the way, the hint that it is the child who confers the 
“gleam” upon the world becomes explicit. The clouds take 
their sober coloring from the eye. Even if we make “eye” refer 
to the sun as the eye of day, we have but brought the bask 
metaphors into closer relationship. If the sun, the eye of heaven, 
after it has watched over mortality, is sobered, so is the eye of 
the man who has kept the same watch. The parallel between 
the sun and the developing child which we noticed in Stanza V 
is completed. 

To some readers, however, the occurrence of the word 
“shades” may still render such an interpretation bizarre. But 
such a reader will have to prepare himself to face another even 
more startling ambiguity in the central symbol. Blindness and 
darkness in this poem are not the easy and expected antitheses 
to vision and light. The climax of man's falling away from his 
source is, as we have seen, not the settling down of complete 
darkness, but of common day. In Stanza IX when the poet pays 
his debt of gratitude to the childhood vision he actually asso- 
ciates it with blindness and darkness: 

But for those obstinate questionings 
Of sense and outward things^ 

Fallings from us, vaniskings; 

Blank misgivings. . . . 

But for those first affections, 

Those shadowy recollections, 
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Which, be they what they may, 


find it difficult to discount some connection of the word with 
shades and darkness. And if we consider the changing points of 
view in the “Ode,” we shall see that it is inevitable that light 
should shift into dark and dark into light. For the man who has 
become immersed in the hard, white light of common day, the 
recollections of childhood are shadowy; just as from the stand- 
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aware that others are blind. Indeed, he is trying his best (or 
soon will try his best) to become blind like the others. Yet, in 
this most extravagant passage in the poem, Wordsworth keeps 
the balance. In the child we are dealing with the isolated fact 
of vision.* The eye, taken as an organ of sense, is naturally 
deaf and silent. The child cannot tell what he reads in the 
eternal deep, nor can he hear the poet’s warning that he is 
actually trying to cast away his vision. If the passage seems the 
high point of extravagance, it is also the high point of ironic 
qualification. How blind is he who, possessed of rare sight, 
blindly strives to forfeit it and become blindl 

In pursuing the implications of the light-darkness symbolism, 
however, I do not mean to lose sight of the “Ode” as a rhetori- 
cal structure. To this matter— the alternation of mood, the 
balance of stanza against stanza, the metrical devices by which 
the poet attempts to point up these contrasts— to this matter, 
I shall be able to give very little attention. But I do not mean 
to desert altogether the line of development of the poem. It is 
high time to turn back to Stanzas III and IV. 

With Stanza III the emphasis is shifted from sight to sound. 
It is a very cunning touch. The poet has lamented the passing 
of a glory from the earth. But he can, he suggests, at least hear 
the mirth of the blessed creatures for whom the earth still wears 
that glory. Stanza III is dominated by sound: the birds’ songs, 
the trumpets of the cataracts, echoes, the winds— presumably 
their sound— one can’t see them. Even the gamboling of the 
lambs is associated with a strong auditol^y image— “As to the 
tabor’s sound.” Hearing these sounds, tl^poet tries to enter 
into the gaiety of the season. He asks the shepherd boy to shout, 
and he goes on to say in Stanza IV, 

’ Ye blessed Creatures, I have heard the call 
Ye to each other make. .. . 

= * Cf. 1 . A. Ridv»tds’ discussion of this passage in Coleridge on Imagination, 

pp. iggif. 
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The effect is that of a blind man trying to enter the joyful 
dawn world. He can bear the blessed creatures as they rejoice 
in the world, but he himself is shut out from it. If one argues 
against this as oversub tie— and perhaps it is— and points out 
that after the poet says, 

. . . / have heard the call 
Ye to each other make 

he goes on immediately to say 

I see 

The heavens laugh with you in your jubilee, 

we are not left entirely without a rejoinder. One can point out 
that at this point another strong auditory image intervenes 
again to make sound the dominant sense, not sight. One sees 
a smile, but laughter is vocal. The heavens are laughing with 
the children. The poet does in a sense enter into the scene; 
certainly he is trying very hard to enter into it. But what I 
notice is that the poet seems to be straining to work up a gaiety 
that isn’t there. If his heart is at the children’s festival, it is 
their festival after all, not his. I hasten to add that this sense 
of a somewhat frenetically whipped-up enthusiasm is dramatic- 
ally quite appropriate. (The metrical situation of the stanza, 
by the way, would seem to support the view that the strained 
effect is intentional.*) The poet under the influence of the 

• I concede that it is quite possible that Wordsworth meant to convey no 
sense of strain— that the rhythm of the first part of the stanaa may h?ve pleased 
him absolutely and been intended to seem pleasing to others. But the cluster of 
feminine rimes and the syncopation of the rhythm, apparently meant to connote 
gaiety, are actually awkward as Wordsworth uses them here. 

My hedrt is at your f^stivdl. 

My heed hdth its cdrondl. ... 

Heart and head are the points of contrast. Yet the accents awkwardly distinguish 
between them. 

Oh dvil ddy! if I were sdllen 
While Edrth hersdlf is addming. 

This swdet Mdy mdming, 

And the children are culling ■ 
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morning scene, feeling the winds that blow “from the fields of 
sleep,” tries to relive the dream. He fails. 

But to return to the contrast between sight and sound, the 
poet should be saying at the climax of his ecstasy. 


not. 


1 see, / see, with joy I see! 

1 hear, I hear, with joy I hear! 


Consequently, we are not surprised that the sudden collapse 
of his afflatus occurs in the very next line, and occurs with the 
first particular object which is concretely visualizM in this 
stanza: 


—But there’s a Tree, of many, one, 

A single Field which I have looked upon . . . 


The influences of the May morning will no longer work. 

I have already discussed the manner in which the first two 
stanzas of the “Ode” charge the imagery of the famous fifth 
stanza. I should like to take a moment to glance at ■ another 
aspect of this stanza. The poet, in “explaining" the loss of 
vision, says, 

Our birth is but a sleep and a forgetting . . . . 

The connection with 

The glory and the freshness of a dream 

of Stanza I is obvious, but I think few have noticed that tiie 
expected relation between the two is neatly reversed. Our life’s 

There may be other ways to scan the lines, but I believe that there is no way 
to read the lines so as to get a quick, gay rhythm. We are to read rapidly lines 
which are not so constructed as to allow such rapidity with grace. Whatever 
Wordsworth’s intention, the sense o£ strain fits perfectly the effect which the 
poem as a whole demands. Unfortunately, some of the quickstep of Stanza VO— 

A wedding or a festival, 

A mourning or a fimeml, 

lacks this kind of justification. 
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Star is Tising: it is dawn. We expect the poet to say that the 
child, in being born, is waking up, deserting sleep and the 
realm of dream. But instead, our birth, he says, is a sleep and a 
forgetting. Reality and unreality, learning and forgetting, iron- 
ically change places. 


it is almost as if he had said “even the earth, and this is the 
implication of “While earth herself is adorning,” in Stanza IV. 
Yet, logically and grammatically, we can look back and con- 
nect “earth” with “meadow, grove, and stream”--~ali of which 
are aspects of earth— just as properly as we can look forward to 
connect "earth” with “every common sight.” The poet himself 
is willing at times in the poem to treat the earth as the aggre- 
gate of all the special aspects of nature, at least of terrestrial 


world has lost its glory. 

But these somewhat contradictory aspects of the word “earth” 
overlay a far more fundamental paradox: in general, we think 
of this poem as a celebration of the influence of nature on the 
developing mind, and surely, to a large degree, this is true. The 
poem is filled with references to valleys, mountains, streams, 
cataracts, meadows, the sea. Yet, though these aspects are so 
thoroughly interwoven with the spontaneous Joy of the child 
which the poet has himself lost, it is the earth which is re- 
sponsible for the loss. Stanza ¥I is concerned with this paradox; 
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What are these pleasures? They would seem to be suspiciously 
like the pleasures which engage the children on this May morn- 
ing and in which the speaker of the poem regrets that he can- 
not fully indulge. It is true that the next stanza of the “Ode” 
does emphasize the fact that the world of human affairs, as the 
stanza makes clear, is seized upon by the child with joy, and that 
this is a process which is eminently “natural”: 

Fretted by sallies of his mothers kisses, 

With light upon him from his fathers eyes! 

Earth, “even with something of a Mother’s mind,” “fills her 
lap with pleasures.” 

Yearnings she hath in her own natural kind. 

What are these yearnings but yearnings to involve the child 
with herself? We can translate “in her own natural kind" as 
“pertaining to her,” “proper to the earth”; yet there is more 
than a hint that “natural” means “pertaining to nature,” and 
are not the yearnings proper to the earth, natural in this sense, 
anyway? 

In trying to make the child forget the unearthly or super- 
natural glory, the Earth is acting out of kindness. The poet 
cannot find it in him to blame her. She wants the child to be at 
home. Here we come close upon a Wordsworthian pun, though 
doubtless an unpremeditated pun. In calling the Earth “the 
homely Nurse” there seems a flicker of this suggestion: that 
Earth wants the child to be at home. Yet “homely” must surely 
mean also “unattractive, plain.” * She is the drudging common 
earth after all, homely, perhaps a little stupid, but sympathetic, 
and kind. Yet it is precisely this Earth which was once glorious 
to the poet, “Apparelled in celestial light.” 

* It has been objected that “homely” in British English does not have this 
sense. Perhafra it dora not today, but see Milton’s Comtts: 

It is for homely features to keep home. 

They had their name thence. » . . 
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This stanza, though not one of the celebrated stanzas of the 
poem, is one of the most finely ironical. Its structural signifi- 
cance too is of first importance, and has perhaps in the past 
been given too little weight. Two of its implications I should 
like to emphasize. First, the stanza definitely insists that the 
human soul is not merely natural. We do not of course, as 
Wordsworth himself suggested, have to take literally the doc- 
trine about pre-existence; but the stanza makes it quite clear, 
I think, that man’s soul brings an alien element into nature, a 
supernatural element. The child is of royal birth— "that im- 
perial palace whence he came”— the Earth, for all her motherly 
affection, is only his foster-mother after all. The submerged 
metaphor at work here is really that of the foundling prince 
reared by the peasants, though the phrase, "her Inmate Man,” 
suggests an even more sinister relation; “Inmate” can only 
mean inmate of the prison-house of the preceding stanza. 

The second implication is this: since the Earth is really 
homely, the stanza underlies what has been hinted at earlier: 
namely, that it is the child himself who confers the radiance on 
the morning world upon which he looks with delight. The 
irony is that if the child looks long enough at that world, be- 
comes deeply enough involved in its beauties, the celestial 
radiance itself disappears. 

In some respects, it is a pity that Wordsworth was not con- 
tent to rely upon this imagery to make his point and that he 
felt it nfecessary to include the weak Stanza VII. Presumably, he 
thought the reader required a more explicit account. More- 
over, Wordsworth is obviously trying to establish his own at- 
titude toward the child’s insight. In the earlier stanzas, he has 
attempted to define the quality of the visionary gleam, and to 
account for its inevitable loss. Now he attempts to establish 

more definitely his attitude toward the whole experience. One 

finds him here, as a consequence, no longer trying to recapture 

the childhood joy or lamenting its loss, but withdrawing to a 
more. objective, and neutral position. The function of estab- 
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Hshing this attitude is assigned to Stanza VII. The poet’s treat- 
ment of the child here is tender, but with a hint of amused 
patronage in the tenderness. There is even a rather timid at- 
tempt at humor. But even if we grant Wordsworth’s intention, 
the stanza must still be accounted very weak, and some of the 
lines are very fiat indeed. Moreover, the amused tenderness is 
pretty thoroughly over-balanced by the great stanza that fol- 
lows. I am not sure that the poem would not be improved if 
Stanza VII were omitted. 

If Stanza VII patronizes the child. Stanza VIII apparently 
exalts him. What is the poet’s attitude here? Our decision as to 
what it is— that is, our decision as to what the poem is actually 
saying here— is crucial for our interpretation of the poem as a 
whole. For this reason I believe that it is worth going back over 
some of the ground already traversed. 

Coleridge, one remembers, found the paradoxes which 
Wordsworth uses in Stanza VIII too startling. Several years ago, 
in his Coleridge on Imagination, I. A, Richards answered Cole- 
ridge's strictures. He replies to one of Coleridge’s objections as 
follows: 

The syntax is “faulty” only in that the reader may be 
required to reflect. He may have to notice that eye is meta- 
phorical already for philosopker—thzt the two conjointly, 
then have a meaning that neither would have apart. “An 
idea in the mind is to a Natural Law as the power of seeing 
is to light,” said Coleridge himself. As an eye, the philoso- 
pher is free from the need to do anything but respond to 
the laws of his being. Deaf and silent extend the metaphor 
by perfectly consentaneous movements. ... The child will 
not hear (cannot understand) our words; and he will tell 
us nothing. That which Wordsworth would derive from 
him he cannot give; his silence (as we take it through step 
after step of interpretation, up to the point at which it 
negates the whole overt implication of the rest of Words- 
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worth’s treatment) can become the most important point 
in the poem. We might look to Lao Tzu to support this: 
“Who knows speaks not; who speaks knows not.” But it is 
enough to quote, from Coleridge himself, “the words 
with which Plotinus supposes nature to answer a similar 
difficulty. ‘Should anyone interrogate her, how she works, 
if graciously she vouchsafe to listen and speak, she will 
reply, it behoves thee not to disquiet me witii interroga- 
tories, but to understand in silence even as I am silent, and 
work without words.’ ” 

Before going further with Richards, however, the reader 
may wonder how far Wordsworth would be prepared to accept 
this defense of the lines, particularly in view of Richards’ state- 
ment that the child’s silence "can become the most important 
point in the poem.” Did it become the most important part 
for Wordsworth? And regardless of how we answer that ques- 
tion, does it become such for us? How is it that the child is an 
eye among the blind? 

Because he “yet [doth] keep/ [His] heritage”; because he 
still dreams and remembers, for all that birth is a sleep and a 
forgetting; because he is still near to God, who is our home. 
This, I take it, is what Richards calls the "overt implication 
of . . . Wordsworth’s treatment.” But it is not so simple as this 
in Wordsworth’s poem. We have seen the hints of another 
interpretation; the suggestion that the child is like the moon 
which “with delight/ Look[s] round her,” and the association 
of the joyous vision of the child with the child’s own joyous 
activity, and further, with the joyous activity of the birds and 
the lambs. Is the poem theistic or pantheistic? Coleridge was 
certainly alive to the difficulties here. He went on to question; 

. . . In what sense can the magnificent attributes, above 
quoted, be appropriated to a childj, which would not make 
them equally suitable to a bee, or a dog, at Si field of com; 
or even to a ship, or to the wind and waves that propel it? 
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Richards’ answer is forthright: 

. . . why should Wordsworth deny that, in a much less 
degree, these attributes are equally suitable to a bee, or 
a dog, or a field of com? What else had he been saying 
with his 

And let the young lambs hound 
As to the tabor’s sound! 

And what else is Coleridge himself to say in Appendix B 
of his Statesman’s Manualf “Never can I look and meditate 
on the vegetable creation without a feeling similar to that 
with which we gaze at a beautiful infant. . . . 

Whatever Coleridge was to say later, there can be little doubt 
as to what Wordsworth’s poem says. The lambs and birds are 
undoubtedly included, along with the children, in the apos- 
trophe, “Ye blessed Creatures.” It will be difficult, furthermore, 
to argue that the poet means to exclude the moon, the stars, 
and the sun. (If Wordsworth would have excluded the bee and 
the dog, the exclusion, we may be sure, would have been made 
on other grounds— not philosophical but poetic.) The matter 
of importance for the development of the poem is, of course, 
that the child is father to the man, to the man Wordsworth, for 
example, as the birds, the lamb, and the moon are not. But it 
is also a point of first importance for the poem that the child, 
whatever he is to develop into later, possesses the harmony and 
apparent Joy of all these blessed creatures. It may not be amiss 
here to remind ourselves of Coleridge’s definition of joy with 
which Wordsworth himself must have been familiar: . . a 
consciousness of entire and dierefore well being, when the 
emotional and intellectual faculties are in equipoise.” 

Consider, in this general connection, one further item from 
the poem itself, the last lines from the famous recovery stanza, 
Stanza IX: 
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Nor all that is at enmity with joy, 

Can utterly abolish or destroy! 

Hence in a season of calm weather 
Though inland far we be, 

Our Souls have sight of that immortal sea 
Which brought us hither. 

Can in a moment travel thither, 

And see the Children sport upon the shore, 

And hear the mighty waters rolling evermore. 

Wordsworth has said that the child as the best philosopher 
“read’st the eternal deep,” and here for the first time in the 
poem we have the children brought into explicit juxtaposition 
with the deep. And how, according to the poem, are these best 
philosophers reading it? By sporting on the shore. They are 
playing with their little spades and sand-buckets along the 
beach on which the waves break. This is the only explicit ex- 
hibit of their “reading” which the poem gives. It seems to 
corroborate Richards’ interpretation perfectly. 

In writing this, I am not trying to provoke a smile at Words- 
worth’s expense. Far from it. The lines are great poetry. They 
are great poetry because, although the sea is the sea of eternity, 
and the mighty waters are rolling evermore, the children are 
not terrified— are at home— are filled with innocent joy. The 
children exemplify the attitude toward eternity which the 
other philosopher, the mature philosopher, wins to with diffi- 
culty, if he wins to it at all. For the children are those 

On whom these truths do rest. 

Which we are toiling all our lives to find. 

The passage carries with it an ironic shock— the associations of 
innocence and joy contrasted with the associations of grandeur 
and terror— but it is the kind of shock which, one is tempted to 
say, is almost normal in the greatest poetry. 

I ^ked a few moments ago how the child was an “Eye among 
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the blind.” The poem seems to imply two different, and perhaps 
hostile, answers: because the child is from God and still is close 
to the source of supernal light; and, because the child is still 
close to, and like, the harmonious aspects of nature, just as are 
the lamb or the bee or the dog. According to the first view, the 
child is an eye among the blind because his soul is filled with 
the divine; according to the second, because he is utterly nat- 
ural. Can these two views be reconciled? And are they reconciled 
in the poem? 

Obviously, the question of whether “divine” and “natural” 
can be reconciled in the child depends on the senses in which 
we apply them to the child. What the poem is saying, I take it, 
is that the child, because he is close to the divine, is utterly 
natural— natural in the sense that he has the harmony of being, 
the innocence, and the joy which we associate with the harmoni- 
oUvS forms of nature. Undoubtedly Wordsworth found a symbol 
of divinity in such “beauteous forms” of nature; but the poem 
rests on something wider than the general context of Words- 
worth’s poetry: throughout the entire Christian tradition, the 
lamb, the lilies of the field, etc., have been used as such symbols. 

But we may protest further and say that such a reading of 
“nature” represents a selection, and a loaded selection at that, 
one which has been made by Wordsworth himself— that there 
are other accounts of nature which will yield “naturalism” 
which is hostile to the claims to the divine. It is profitable to 
raise this question, because an attempt to answer it may provide 
the most fundamental explanation of all for the ambiguities 
and paradoxes which fill the “Ode.” 

Richards says that from “Imagination as a ‘fact of mind' ” 
there are “two doctrines which Coleridge (and Wordsworth) at 
times drew from it as to a life in or behind Nature.” The two 
doctrines he states as follows; 

1 . The mind of the poet at moments, penetrating "the 
film of familiarity and selfish solicitude,” ^ns an insight 



But Richards interrupts the process oi: deteitnining which 
of these doctrines Coleridge held and which, Wordsworth, to 
raise two questions which he suggests have a prior status: the 
questions are, namely, “(i) Are these doctrines necessarily in 
opposition to one another? (2) What is the relation of any such 
doctrine to the f&ct of mind from which it derives?” And 
Richards goes on to argue: 


The Imagination projects the life of the mind not upon 
Nature ... [in the sense of the whole] field of the influences 
from without to which we are subject, but upon a Nature 
that is already a projection of our sensibility. The deadest 
Nature that we can conceive is already a Nature of our 
making. It is a Nature shaped by certain of our needs, and 
when we “lend to it a life drawn from the human spirit” 
it is reshaped in accordance with our other needs. [We may 
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do create, from our relations to them, every image we have 
“of” them. Image here is a betraying and unsatisfactory 
word; it suggests that these images, with which all that we 
can know is composed, are in some way insubstantial or 
unreal, mere copies of actualities other than themselves— 
figments. But figment and real and substantial are them- 
selves words with no meaning that is not drawn from our 
experience. To say of anything that it is a figment seems to 
presuppose things more real than itself; but there is noth- 
ing within our knowledge more real than these images. To 
say that anything is an image suggests that there is some- 
thing else to which it corresponds; but here all correspond- 
ence is between images. In short, the notion of reality 
derives from comparison between images, and to apply it 
as between images and things that are not images is an 
illegitimate extension which makes nonsense of it. 

This deceiving practice is an example of that process of 
abstraction which makes it almost inevitable that the two 
doctrines . . .—the projective and the realist doctrines of 
the life in Nature— should be conceived as contradictory. 
"If projected, not real; if real, not projected,” we shall say, 
unless we are careful to recall that the meanings of real and 
projected derive from the imaginative fact of mind, and 
that when they are thus put in opposition they are products 
of abstraction and are useful only for other purposes than 
the comprehension of the fact of mind. 

This is all very well, I can hear someone say; but even if we 
grant that the realist and projective doctrines are not neces- 
sarily in opposition, what warrant have we for believing that 
Wordsworth believed they were not in opposition? In trying 
to answer this objection, I should agree that merely to point 
out that both realist and projective doctrines seem to occur in 
the “Ode” is not to give an answer. We can argue for the recon- 
ciliation of these doctrines only if we can find where these doc- 
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trines impinge upon each other. Where do they meet? That is 
to say, where is the real center of the poem? What is the poem 
essentially about? 

The poem is about the human heart— its growth, its nature, 
its development. The poem finds its center in what Richards 
has called the “fact of imagination." Theology, ethics, educa- 
tion are touched upon. But the emphasis is not upon these; 
Wordsworth’s rather awkward note in which he repudiates any 
notion of trying to inculcate a belief in pre-existence would 
support this view. The greatness of the “Ode” lies in the fact 
that Wordsworth is about the poet’s business here, and is not 
trying to inculcate anything. Instead, he is trying to dramatize 
the changing interrelations which determine tlie major imagery. 
And it is with this theme that the poem closes. Thanks are 
given, not to God— at least in this poem, not to God— but to 

. . . the human heart by which we live. 

Thanks to its tenderness^ its joys, and fears . . . 

It is because of the nature of the human heart that the meanest 
flower can give, if not the joy of the celestial light, something 
which the poet says is not sorrow and which he implies is deeper 
than joy: “Thoughts that do often lie too deep for tears,’’ 

If the poem is about the synthesizing imagination, that faculty 
by which, as a later poet puts it, 

Man makes a superhuman 
Mirror-resembling dream 

the reason for the major ambiguities is revealed. These basic 
ambiguities, by the way, assert themselves as the poem ends. 
Just before he renders thanks to the human heart, you will re- 
member, Ae poet says that the clouds do not give to, but take 
jProm, the eye their sober coloring. But in the last two lines of 
the stanza, the flower does not take /rom, but gives to, the heart 
We can have it either way. Indeed, the poem implies that we 
mtist have it both ways. And we are dealing with more than 
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optics. What the clouds take from the eye is more than a sober 
coloring— the soberness is from the mind and heart. By the same 
token, the flower, though it gives a color— gives more, it gives 
thought and emotion. 

It has not been my purpose to present this statement of the 
theme as a discovery; it is anything but that. Rather, I have 
tried to show how the imagery of the poem is functionally re- 
lated to a theme— not vaguely and loosely related to it— and how 
it therefore renders that theme powerfully, and even exactly, 
defining and refining it. But I can make no such claim for such 
precision in Wordsworth’s treatment of the “resolution,” the 
recovery. In a general sense we know what Wordsworth is doing 
here: the childhood vision is only one aspect of the “primal sym- 
pathy”; this vision has been lost— is, as the earlier stanzas show, 
inevitably lost— but the primal sympathy remains. It is the fac- 
ulty by which we live. The continuity between child and man 
is actually unbroken. 

But 1 must confer that I feel the solution is asserted rather 
than dramatized. Undoubtedly, we can reconstruct from Words- 
worth’s other writings the relationship between the primal sym- 
pathy and the joy, the “High instincts” and the “soothing 
thoughts,” but the relationship is hardly digested into poetry 
in the “Ode.” And some of the difficulties with which we meet 
in the last stanzas appear to be not enriching ambiguities but 
distracting confusions: e.g., the years bring the philosophical 
mind, but the child over which the years are to pass is already 
the best philosopher. There is “something” that remains alive 
in our embers, but it is difficult for the reader to define it in 
relation to what has been lost. If we make a desperate effort to 
extend the implied metaphor~if we say that the celestial light 
is the flame which is beautiful but which must inevitably bum 
itself out— the primal sympathy is the still-glowing coal— we are 
forced to realize that such extension is overingenious. The 
metaphor was not meant to bear so much weight. With regard 
to this matter of imagery, it would be interesting to compare 
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with the “Ode” several poems by Vaughan which embody a 
theme very closely related to that of the "Ode.” And lest this 
remark seem to hint at an inveterate prejudice in favor of the 
metaphysicals, I propose another comparison: a comparison 
with several of Yeats’s poems which deal with still another re- 
lated theme: unity of being and the unifying power of the 
imagination.* Such comparisons, I believe, would illuminate 
Wordsworth’s difficulties and account for some of the “Ode’s” 
defects. Yet, in closing this account of the “Ode,” I want to 
repudiate a possible misapprehension. I do not mean to say that 
the general drift of the poem does not come through. It does. 
I do not mean that there is not much greatness in the poem. 
There is. But there is some vagueness— which is not the same 
thing as the rich multiplicity of the greatest poetry; and there 
are some loose ends, and there is at least one rather woeful 
anticlimax. 

But if the type of analysis to which we have subjected the 
“Ode” is calculated to indicate such deficiences by demanding 
a great deal of the imagery, it is only fair to remind the reader 
that it focuses attention on the brilliance and power of the 
imagery, a power which is sustained almost throughout the 
poem, and with which Wordsworth has hardly been sufficiently 
credited in the past. Even the insistence on paradox does not 
create the defects in the “Ode”— the defects have been pointed 
out before— but it may help account for them. Indeed, one can 
argue that we can perhaps best understand the virtues and the 
weaknesses of the “Ode” if we see that what Wordsworth wanted 
to say demanded his use of paradox, that it could only be said 
powerfully through paradox, and if we remember in what sus- 
picion Wordsworth held this kind of poetic strategy. 

, ®-See,CIiapter'X. 


CHAPTER EIGHT 


Keots's Sylvan Historian: History Withoaf Footnotes * 


There is much in the poetry of Keats which suggests that he 
would have approved of Archibald MacLeish’s dictum, “A poem 

should not mean/ But be.” There is even some warrant for 

thinking that the Grecian um (real or imagined) which inspired 
the famous ode was, for Keats, just such a poem, “palpable and 
mute,” a poem in stone. Hence it is the more remarkable that 
the “Ode” itself differs from Keats’s other odes by culminating 
in a statement— a statement even of some sententiousness in 
which the um itself is made to say that beauty is trath, and 
—more sententious still— that this bit of wisdom sums up the 
whole of mortal knowledge. 

This is “to mean” with a vengeance— to violate the doctrine 
of the objective correlative, not only by stating truths, but by 
defining the limits of truth. Small wonder that some critics have 

* This essay had been finished some months before I came upon Kenneth 
Burke’s brilliant essay on Keats’s “Ode” (“Symbolic Action in a Poem by Keats," 
Accent, Autumn, 1943). I have decided not to make any alterations, though I 
have been tempted to adopt some of Burke's insights, and, in at least one case, 
his essay has convinced me of a point which I had considered but rqected— the 
pun on “breed" and "Brcde.” 

I am happy to find that two critics with methods and purposes so different 
should agree so thoroughly as we do on the poem. I am pleased, for my pan, 
therefore, to acknowledge the amount of duplication which exists between the 
two essays, counting it as rather important corroboration of a view of the poem 
which will probably seem to some critics pveringenious. In spite of the common 
Clements, however, I feel that the emphasis of my essay is sufficiently differea* 
from Burke’s to Justify my going on with its publication. 
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felt that the unravished bride of quietness protests too much. 

T. S. Eliot, for example, says that “this line [“Beauty is 
truth/' etc.] strikes me as a serious blemish on a beautiful poem; 
and the reason must be either that I fail to understand it, or 
that it is a statement which is untrue.” But even for persons 
who feel that they do understand it, the line may still constitute 
a blemish. Middleton Murry, who, after a discussion of Keats’s 
other poems and his letters, feels that he knows what Keats 
meant by “beauty” and what he meant by “truth,” and that 
Keats used them in senses which allowed them to be properly 
bracketed together, still, is forced to conclude: “My own opinion 
concerning the value of these two lines in the context of the 
poem itself is not very different from Mr. T. S. Eliot’s.” The 
troubling assertion is apparently an intrusion upon the poem 
—does not grow out of it— is not dramatically accommodated 
to it. 

This is essentially Gatrod’s objection, and the fact that Gar- 
rod does object indicates that a distaste for the ending of the 
“Ode” is by no means limited to critics of notoriously “modem” 
sympathies. 

But the question of real importance is not whether Eliot, 
Murry, and Garrod are right in thinking that “Beauty is truth, 
truth beauty” injures the poem. The question of real impor- 
tance concerns beauty and tmth in a much more general way: 
what is the relation of the beauty (the goodness, the perfection) 
of a poem to the truth or felsity of what it seems to assert? It is 
a question which has particularly vexed our own generation— 
to give it I. A. Richards’ phrasing, it is the problem of belief. 

The “Ode,” by its bold equation of beauty and truth, raises 
this question in its sharpest form— the more so when it becomes 
apparent that the poem itself is obviously intended to Ije a par- 
able on the nature of poetry, and of art in general The “Ode” 
has apparently been an ehigrhatic parable, to be sure : one can 
emphasize beauty is truth tmd throw Keats into the pure-art 
camp, the usual procedure. But it is only fair to point out that 
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one could stress truth is beauty, and argue with the Marxist 
critics of the ’thirties for a propaganda art. The very ambiguity 
of the statement, “Beauty is truth, truth beauty” ought to warn 
us against insisting very much on the statement in isolation, and 
to drive us back to a consideration of the context in which the 
statement is set. 

It will not be sufficient, however, if it merely drives us back 
to a study of Keats’s reading, his conversation, his letters. We 
shall not find our answer there even if scholarship does prefer 
on principle investigations of Browning’s ironic question, “What 
porridge had John Keats.” For even if we knew just what por- 
ridge he had, physical and mental, we should still not be able 
to settle the problem of the “Ode.” The reason should be clear: 
our specific question is not what did Keats the man perhaps 
want to assert here about the relation of beauty and truth; it is 
rather: was Keats the poet able to exemplify that relation in 
this particular poem? Middleton Murry is right: the relation of 
the final statement in the poem to the total context is all-im- 
portant. 

Indeed, Eliot, in the very passage in which he attacks the 
“Ode” has indicated the general line which we are to take in 
its defense. In that passage, Eliot goes on to contrast the closing 
lines of the “Ode” with a line from King Lear, “Ripeness is 
all.” Keats’s lines strike him as false; Shakespeare’s, on the other 
hand, as not clearly false, and as possibly quite true. Shake- 
speare’s generalization, in other words, avoids raising the ques- 
tion of truth. But is it really a question of truth and falsity? 
One is tempted to account for the difference of effect which 
Eliot feels in this way: “Ripeness is all” is a statement put in 
the mouth of a dramatic character and a statement which is 
governed and qualified by the whole context of the play. It 
does not directly challenge an examination into its truth because 
its relevance is pointed up and modified by tlie dramatic context. 

Now, suppose that one could show that Keats’s lines, in quite 
the same way, constitute a speech, a consciously riddling para- 
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dox, put in the mouth of a particular character, and modified 
by the total context of the poem. If we could demonstrate that 
the speech was “in character,” was dramatically appropriate, 
was properly prepared for— then would not the lines have all the 
justification of “Ripeness is all”? In sudi case, should we not 
have waived the question of the scientific or philosophic truth 
of the lines in favor of the application of a principle curiously 
like that of dramatic propriety? I suggest that some such prin- 
ciple is the only one legitimately to be invoked in any case. Be 
this as it may, the “Ode on a Grecian Um” provides us with 
as neat an instance as one could wish in order to test the im- 
plications of such a maneuver. 

It has seemed best to be perfectly frank about procedure: the 
poem is to be read in order to see whether the last lines of the 
poem are not, after all, dramatically prepared for. Yet there 
are some claims to be made upon the reader too, claims which 
he, for his part, will have to be prepared to honor. He must 
not be allowed to dismiss the early characterizations of the um 
as merely so much vaguely beautiful description. He must not 
be too much surprised if “mere decoration” turns out to be 
meaningful symbolism— or if ironies develop where he has been 
taught to expect only sensuous pictures. Most of all, if the 
teasing riddle spoken finally by the urn is not to strike him as 
a bewildering break in tone, he must not be too much disturbed 
to have the element of paradox latent in the poem emphasized, 
even in those parts of the poem which have none of the ener- 
getic crackle of wit with which he usually associates paradox. 
This is surely not too much to ask of the reader— namely, to 
assume that Keats meant what he said and that he chose his 
words with care. After all, the poem begins on a note of paradox, 
though a mild one: for we ordinarily do not expect an um to 
speak at all; and yet, Keats does more than this: he begins his 
poem by emphasizing the apparent contradiction. 

The silence of the ura is stressed— it is a “bride of quietness”; 
it is a “foster-child of silence,” but tlie urn is a “historian" too. 
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Historians tell the truth, or are at least expected to tell the 
truth. What is a “Sylvan historian”? A historian who is like the 
forest rustic, a woodlander? Or, a historian who writes histories 
of the forest? Presumably, the um is sylvan in both semes. True, 
the latter meaning is uppermost: the um can “express/ A flowery 
tale more sweetly than our rhyme,” and what the um goes on 
to express is a “leaf-fring’d legend” of “Tempe or the dales of 
Arcady.” But the um, like the “leaf-fring’d legend” which it 
tells, is covered with emblems of the fields and forests: "Over- 
wrought, /With forest branches and the trodden weed.” When 
we consider the way in which the um utters its history, the fact 
that it must be sylvan in both senses is seen as inevitable. Per- 

haps too the fact that it is a ratal historian, a rustic, a peasant 
historian, qualifies in our minds the dignity and the "truth” of 
the histories which it recites. Its- histories, Keats has already con- 
ceded, may be characterized as "tales”~nLOt formal history at all. 

The sylvan historian certainly supplies no names and daies-- 
“What men or gods are these?” the poet asks. What it does give 
is action—of men or gods, of godlike men or of superhuiioan 
(though not daemonic) gods— action, which is not the less in- 
tense for all that the um is cool marble. The words "mad” and 
“ecstasy” occur, but it is the quiet, rigid um which gives the 
dynamic picture. And the paradox goes further; the scene is one 
of violent love-making, a Bacchanalian scene, but the um itself 
is like a “still unravish’d bride,” or like a child, a child "of 
silence and slow time.” It is not merely like a child, but like a 
“foster-child,” The exactness of the term can be defended. "Si- 
lence and slow time,” it is suggested, are not the true parents, 
but foster-parents. They are too old, one feels, to have home 
the child themselves. Moreover, they dote upon the “child” as 
grandparente do. The um is fresh and unblemished; it is stitt 
young, for all its antiquity, and time which destroys so much 
has “fostered” it. 

With Stanza II we move into the world presented by the tins, 
into an examination, not of the urn as a whole— as an entity 
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with its own form— but of the details which overlay it. But as we 
enter that world, the paradox of silent speech is carried on, this 
time in terms of the objects portrayed on the vase. 

The first lines of the stanza state a rather bold paradox— even 
the dulling effect of many readings has hardly blunted it. At 
least we can easily revive its sharpness. Attended to with care, 
it is a statement which is preposterous, and yet true— true on 
the same level on which the original metaphor of tiie speaking 
um is true. The unheard music is sweeter than any audible 
music. The poet has rather cunningly enforced his conceit by 
using the phrase,' “ye soft pipes.” Actually, we might accept the 
poet’s metaphor without being forced to accept the adjective 
“soft.” The pipes might, although “unheard,” be shrill, just as 
the action which is frozen in the figures on the um can be vio- 
lent and ecstatic as in Stanza I and slow and dignified as in 
Stanza IV (the procession to the sacrifice). Yet, by characterizing 
the pipes as “soft,” the poet has provided a sort of realistic basis 
for his metaphor: the pipes, it is suggested, are playing very 
softly; if we listen carefully, we can hear them; their music is 
ju9t below the threshold of normal sound. 

This general paradox runs through the stanza: action go^ 
on though the actors are motionless; the song will not cease; the 
lover cannot leave his song; the maiden, always to be kissed, 
never actually kissed, will remain changelessly beautiful. The 
maiden is, indeed, like the ura itself, a “still unravished bride 
of quietness”— not even ravished by a kiss; and it is implied, 
perhaps, that her changeless beauty, like that of the urn, springs 
from this fact. 

The poet is obviously stressing the fresh, unwearied charm 
of the scene itself which can defy time and is deathless. But, at 
the same time, the poet is being perfectly fair to the terms of his 
metaphor. The beauty portrayed is deathless because it is life- 
less. And it would be possible to shift the tone easily and ever 
so slightly by insisting more heavily on some of the phrasings 
so as to give them a darker implication. Thus, in the case of 
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“thou canst not leave/Thy song,” one could interpret: the mu- 
sician cannot leave the song even i£ he would: he is fettered to 
it, a prisoner. In the same way, one could enlarge on the hint 
that the lover is not wholly satisfied and content: “never canst 
thou kiss,/. . . yet, do not grieve.” These items are mentioned 
here, not because one wishes to maintain that the poet is bitterly 
ironical, but because it is important for us to see that even here 
the paradox is being used fairly, particularly in view of the 
shift in tone which comes in the next stanza. 

This third stanza represents, as various critics have pointed 
out, a recapitulation of earlier motifs. The boughs which can- 
not shed their leaves, the unwearied melodist, and the ever- 
ardent lover reappear. Indeed, I am not sure that this stanza 
can altogether be defended against the charge that it represents 
a falling-pff from the delicate but firm precision of the earlier 
stanzas. There is a tendency to linger over the scene sentimen- 
tally: the repetition of the word “happy” is perhaps symptomatic 
of what is occurring. Here, if anywhere, in my opinion, is to be 
found the blemish on the ode— not in the last two lines. Yet, if 
we are to attempt a defense of the third stanza, we shall come 
nearest success by emphasizing the paradoxical implications of 
the repeated items; for whatever development there is in the 
stanza inheres in the increased stress on the paradoxical element. 
For example, the boughs cannot “bid the Spring adieu,” a 
phrase which repeats “nor ever can those trees be bare,” but the 
new line strengthens the implications of speaking: the falling 
leaves are a gesture, a word of farewell to the joy of spring. The 
melodist of Stanza 11 played sweeter music because unheard, 
but here, in the third stanza, it is implied that he does not tire 
of his song for the same reason that the lover does not tire of 
his love— neither song nor love is consummated. The song^ are 
“for ever new” because they cannot be completed. 

The paradox is carried further in the case of the lover whose 
love is “For ever warm and still to be enjoy’d.” We are really 
dealing with an ambiguity here, for we can take still to be 
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enjoy’d” as an adjectival phrase on the same level as "wano.” 
—that is, “still virginal and warm.” But the tenor o£ the whole 
poem suggests that the warmth of the love depends upon the 
fact that it has not been enjoyed— that is, “warm and still to be 
enjoy’d” may mean also “warm because still to be enjoy’d.” 

But though the poet has developed and extended his meta- 
phors furthest here in tliis third stanza, the ironic counterpoise 
is developed furthest too. The love which a line earlier was 
“warm” and "panting” becomes suddenly in the next line, “All 
breathing human passion far above.” But if it is above ail 
breathing passion, it is, after all, outside the realm of breathing 
passion, and therefore, not human passion at all. 

(If one argues that we are to take “All breathing human 
passion” as qualified by “That leaves a heart high-sorrowful and 
cloy’d”— that is, if one argues that Keats is saying that the love 
depicted on the urn is above only that human passion which 
leaves one cloyed and not above human passion in general, he 
misses the point. For Keats in the “Ode” is stressing the ironic 
fact that all human passion does leave one cloyed; hence the 
superiority of art.) 

The purpose in emphasizing the ironic undercurrent in the 
foregoing lines is not at all to disparage Keats— to point up im- 
plications of his poem of which he was himself unaware. Far 
from it: the poet knows precisely what he is doing. The point is 
to be made simply in order to make sure that we are completely 
aware of what he is doing. Garrod, sensing this ironic under- 
current, seems to interpret it as an element over which Keats 
was not able to exercise full control. He says: “Truth to Ms 
main theme [the fixity given by art to forms which in life are 
impermanent] has taken Keats farther than he meant to go. 
The pure and ideal art of this ‘cold Pastoral,’ tMs ‘silent form,’ 
has a cold silentness which in some degree saddens him,. In the 
last lines of the fourth stanza, especially the last three lines . . . 
every reader is conscious, I should suppose, of an undertone of 
sadness, of disappointment.” The undertone is there, but Keats 
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has not been taken “farther than he meant to go,” Keats’s atti- 
tude, even in the early stanzas, is more complex than Garrod 
would allow: it is more complex and more ironic, and a recogni- 
tion of this is important if we ar^o be able to relate the last 
stanza to the rest of the “Ode.” Keats is perfectly aware that the " 
^frozen moment of loveliness is more dynamic than is the fluid ; 
world of reality only because it is frozen. The love depicted on ; 
the urn remains warm and young because it is not human flesh;: 
at all but cold, ancient marble. 

With Stanza IV, we are still within the world depicted by the 
um, but the scene presented in this stanza forms a contrast to 
the earlier scenes. It emphasizes, not individual aspiration and 
desire, but communal life. It constitutes another chapter in the 
history that the “Sylvan historian” has to tell. And again, names 
and dates have been omitted. We are not told to what god’s 
altar the procession moves, nor the occasion of the sacriSce. 

Moreover, the little town .from which the celebrants come is 
unknown; and the poet rather goes out of his way to leave us 
the widest possible option in locating it. It may be a mountain 
town, or a river town, or a tiny seaport. Yet, of course, there is 
a sense in which the nature of the town— the essential character 
of the town— is actually suggested by the igured um. But it is 
not given explicitly. The poet is willing to leave much to our 
imaginations; and yet the stanza in its organization of imagery 
and rhythm does describe the town clearly enough; it is small, 
it is quiet, its people are knit together as an organic whole, and 
on a “pious mom” such as this, its whole population has turned 
out to take part in the ritual. 

The stanza has been justly admired. Its magic of effect defies 
reduction to any formula. Yet, without pretending to “account” 
for the effect in any mechanical fashion, one can point to some 
of the elements active in securing the effect: there is the sugges- 
tiveness of the word “green” in “green altar”— something nat- 
ural, spontaneous, living; there is the suggestion that the little 
town is caught in a curve of the seashore, or nestled in a fold 



and finally siily; that is, the poet has created in his own imagi- 
nation the town implied by the procession ol worshipers, has 
given it a special character of desolation and loneliness, and then 
has gone on to treat it as if it were a real town to which a 
stranger might actually come and be puzzled by its emptiness. 
(I can see no other interpretation of the lines, “and not a soul 
to tell/ Why thou art desolate can e’er return/') But, actually, 
of course, no one will ever discover the town except by the very 
same process by which Keats has discovered it: namely, through 
the figured urn, and then, of course, he will not need to ask why 
it is empty. One can well imagine what a typical eighteenth- 
century critic would have made of this flaw in logic. 
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It will not be too difficult, however, to show that Keats’s ex- 
tension of the fancy is not irrelevant to the poem as a whole. 
The “reality” of the little town has a very dose relation to the 
urn’s character as a historian. If the earlier stanzas have been 
concerned with such paradoxes as the ability of static carving to 
convey dynamic action, of the soundless pipes to play music 
sweeter than that of the heard melody, of the figured lover to 
have a love more warm and panting than that of breathing flesh 
and blood, so in the same way the town implied by the urn 
comes to have^richer and more important history than that 
of actual cities.|lndeed, the imagined town is to the figured pro- 
cession as the unheard melody is to the carved pipes of the un- 
wearied melodist. And the poet,i|by pretending to take the town 
as real— so real that he can imagine the effect of its silent streets 
upon the stranger who chances to come into it-|has suggested 
in the most powerful way possible its essential reality for 
him— and for us. It is a case of the doctor’s taking his own medi- 
cine: the poet is prepared to stand by the illusion of his own 
making. | 

With Stanza V we move back out of the enchanted world 
portrayed by the urn to consider the urn itself once more as a 
whole, as an object. The shift in point of view is marked with 
the first line of the stanza by the apostrophe, “O Attic shape . . 

It is the urn itself as a formed thing, as an autonomous worlds 
to which the poet addresses these last words. And the rich, al- 
most breathing world which the poet has conjured up for us 
contracts and hardens into the decorated motife on the um 
itself: “with brede/0£ marble men and maidens overwrought." 
The bein^ who have a life above life— “All breathing human 
passion far above’'-are marble, 

x/This last is a matter which, of course, the poet has never 
denied. The recognition that the men and maidens are frozen, 
fixed, arrested, has, as we have already seen, run through the 
second, third, and fourth stanzas as an ironic undercurrent. 
The central paradox of the poem, thus, comes to conclusion 










IC® 0 l*''s Sylvan Historian: History Withsat Fastnetos 151 

facts. Moreover, mere accumulations of facts—a point our own 
generation is only beginning to realize— are meaningless. The 
sylvan historian does better than that: Qt takes a few details 
and so orders them that we have not only beauty but insight 
into essential truth. Its “history,” in short, is a history without 
footnotes. It has the validity of myth— not myth as a pretty but 
irrelevant make-belief, an idle fancy, b ut myth as a vali d-per- 
ception into reality ^ 

So much for the “meaning” of the last lines of the “Ode.” 
It is an interpretation which differs little from past interpre- 
tations, It is put forward here with no pretension to novelty. 
What isjpiportant is the fact tlmt it canJbe- derived from t he 
con(text_Qfj^ieTi^^ 

And now, what of the objection that the Enal lines break the 
tone of the poem with a display of misplaced sententiousness? 
One can summarize the answer already implied thus: through- 
out the poem the poet has stressed the paradox of the speaking 
um. First, the urn itself can tell a story, can give a history. 
Then, the various figures depicted upon the um play music or 
speak or sing. If we have been alive to these items, we shall not, 
perhaps, be too much surprised to have the um speak once 
more, not in the sense in which it tells a story— a metaphor 
which is rather easy to accept— but, to have it speak on a higher 
level, to have it make a^comment ary on its ow- runat u re. If the 
um has beenn^operiy dramatized, if we have followed the de- 
velopment o 
doxes which 
be Drenared 
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To conclude thus may seem to weight the principle of dra- 
matic propriety with more than it can bear. This would not be 
fair to the complexity of the problem of truth in art nor fair to 
Keats’s little parable. Granted; and yet the principle of dra- 
matic propriety may take us further than would first appear. 
Respect for it may at least insure our dealing with the problem 

of truth at the level on which it is really relevant to literature. 

If we can see that the assertions made in a poem are to be taken 

as part of an organic context, if we can resist the temptation to 
deal with them in isolation, then we may be willing to go on 
to deal with the world-view, or “philosophy,” or “truth” of the 
poem as a whole in terms of its dramatic wholeness: that is, we 

shall not neglect the maturity of attitude, the dramatic tension, 

the emotional and intellectual coherence in favor of some state- 
ment of theme abstracted from it by paraphrase. Perhaps, best 
of all, we might leam to distrust our ability to represent any 
poem adequately by paraphrase. Such a distrust is healthy. 
Keats’s sylvan historian, who is not above “teasing” us, exhibits 
such a distrust, and perhaps the point of what the sylvan his- 
torian “says” is to confirm us in our distrust. 



CHAPTER NINE 


The Motivation of Tennyson's We©|$er 


Tennyson is perhaps the last English poet one would think ol 
associating with the subtleties of paradox and ambiguity. He is 
not the thoughtless poet, to be sure; he grapples— particularly 
in his later period— with the “big” questions which were up for 
his day; and he struggles manfully with them. But the struggle, 
as Tennyson conducted it, was usually kept out of the grammar 
and symbolism of the poetry itself. Like his own protagon ist in 
“In Memoriam,” Tennyson “fought his doubts”— he does not 
typically build them into the structure of the poetry itself as 
enriching ambiguities. 

Yet substantially true as this generalization is, Tennyson was 
not always successful in avoiding the ambiguous and the para- 
doxical; and indeed, in some of his poems his failure to avoid 
them becomes a saving grace- The lyric “Tears, Idle Tears” is 
a very good instance. It is a poem which, from a strictly logical 
point of view, Tennyson may be thought to have blundered 
into. But, whether he blundered into it or not, the poem gains 
from the fact that it finds its unity in a principle of organization 
higher than that which seems to be operative in many of Tenny- 
K)n’s more “thoughtful” poems. 

Any account of the poem may very well begin with a con- 
sideration of the nature of the tears. Are they idle tears? Or are 
they not rather the most meaningful of tears? Does not the very 
fact that they are "idle” (that is, tears occasioned by no im- 
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mediate grief) become in itself a guarantee of the fact that they 
spring from a deeper, more universal cause? 

It would seem so, and that the poet is thus beginning his 
poem with a paradox. For the third line of the poem indicates 
that there is no doubt in the speaker’s mind about the origin of 
the tears in some divine despair. They “rise in the heart”— for 
all that they have been first announced as “idle.” 

But the question of whether Tennyson is guilty of (or to be 
complimented upon) a use of paradox may well vjait upon 
further discussion. At this point in our commentary, it is 
enough to observe that Tennyson has chosen to open his poem 
with some dramatic boldness— if not with the bold step of 
equating “idle” with “from the depth of some divine despair,” 
then at least with a bold and violent reversal of the speaker’s 
first characterization of his tears. 

The tears “rise in the heart” as the speaker looks upon a 
scene of beauty and tranquillity. Does looking on the “happy 
Autumn-fields” bring to mind the days that are no more? The 
poet does not say so. The tears rise to the eyes in looking on the 
“happy Autumn-fields” and thinking of the days that are no 
more. The poet himself does not stand responsible for any 
closer linkage between these actions, though, as a matter of feet, 
most of us will want to make a closer linkage here. For, if we 
change “happy Autumn-fields,” say, to “happy April-fields,” the 
two terms tend to draw apart. The fact that the fields are 
autumn-fields which, though happy, point back to something 
which is over— which is finished— does connect them with the 
past and therefore properly suggests to the observer thoughts 
about that past. 

To sum up: The first stanza has a unity, but it is not a unky 
which finds its sanctions in the ordinary logic of language Jits 
sanctions are to be found in the dramatic context, and, to my 
mind, there alone. Indeed, the stanza suggests the play of the 
speaker’s mind as the tears unexpectedly start, tears for which 
there is no apparent occasion, and as he searches for an ex- 
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planation of them. He calls them “idle,” but, even as he says 
“I know not what they mean,” he realizes that they must spring 
from the depths of his being— is willing, with his very next 
words, to associate them with "some divine despairj Moreover, 
the real occasion of the tears, though the speaker himself comes 
to realize it only as he approaches the end of the stanza, is the 
thought about the past. It is psychologically and dramatically 
right, therefore, thit the real occasion should be stated ex- 
plicitly only with the last line of the stanza. 

This first stanza, then, recapitulates the surprise and be- 
wilderment in the speaker's own mind, and sets the problem 
which the succeeding stanzas are to analyze. The dramatic efiect 
may be described as follows: the stanza seems, not a meditated 
observation, but a speech begun impulsively— a statement which 
the speaker has begun before he knows how he will end it. 

In the second stanza we are not surprised to have the poet 
characterize the days that are no more as “sad,” but there is 
some shock in hearing him apply to them the adjective “fresh.” 
Again, the speaker does not pause to explain: the word “fresh” 
actually begins the stanza. Yet the adjective justifies itself, 
p'he past is fresh as with a dawn freshness— as fresh as the 
first beam glittering on the sail of an incoming ship. The ship 
is evidently expected; it brings friends, friends “up from the 
underworld.” On the surface, the comparison is innocent: the 
“underworld” is merely the antipodes, the world which lies 
below the horizon— an underworld in the seme displayed in 
old-frshioned geographies with their sketches illustrating the 
effects of the curvature of the earth. The sails, which catch the 
light and glitter, will necessarily be the part first seen of any 
ship which is coming “up” over the curve of die earth,) 

But the word "underworld” will necessarily suggest the un- 
derworld of Greek mythology, the realm of the shades, the 
abc^e of the dead. The attempt to characterize the freshness of 
the days that are no more has, thus, developed, almmt imper- 
ceptibly, into a further characterization of Ae days themselves 
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sweet sadness of the past, Stanzas II and III would have no 
place in the poem. But the poem is no such reverie: the images 
from the past rise up with a strange clarity and sharpness that 
shock the speaker. Their sharpness and freshness account for 
the sudden tears and for the psychological problem with which 
the speaker wrestles in the poem. If the past would only re- 
main melancholy but dimmed, sad but worn and familiar, we 
should have no problem and no poem. At least, we should not 
have this poem; we should certainly not have the intensity of 
the last stanza. 

That intensity, if justified, must grow out of a sense of the 
apparent nearness and intimate presence of what is irrevocably 
beyond reach: the days that are no more must be more than 
the conventional “dear, dead days beyond recall.” They must 
be beyond recall, yet alive— tantalizingly vivid and near. It is 
only thus that we can feel the speaker justified in calling them 

Dear as remembef’d kisses after death, 

And sweet as those by hopeless fancy feign’d 
On lips that are for others. ... 

It is only thus that we can accept the culminating paradox of 

O Death in Life, the days that are no more. 

We have already observed, in the third stanza, how the 
speaker compares the strangeness and sadness of the past to 
the sadness of the birds’ piping as it sounds to dying ears. 
There is a rather brilliant ironic contrast involved in the com- 
parison. The speaker, a living man, in attempting to indicate 
how sad and strange to him are the days of the past, says that 
they are as sad and strange as is the natural activity of the 
awakening world to the man who is dying: the dead past seems 
to the living man as unfamiliar and fresh in its sadness as the 
living present seems to the dying man. There is more here, 
however, than a mere, ironic reversal of roles; in each case 
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there is the sense of being irrevocably barred out from the 
known world. 

This ironic contrast, too, accounts for the sense of despera- 
tion which runs through the concluding lines of the poem. 
The kisses feigned by “hopeless fancy” are made the more 
precious because of the very hopelessness; but memory takes 
on the quality of fancy. It is equally hopeless—the kisses can as 
little be renewed as those “feign’d / On lips that are for 
others” can be obtained. The realized past has become as fabu- 
lous as the unrealizable future. The days that are no more are 
as dear as the one, as sweet as the other, the speaker says; and it 
does not matter whether we compare them to the one or to the 
other or to both: it comes to the same thing. 

But the days that are no more are not merely “dear” and 
“sweet”; they are “deep” and “wild.” Something has happened 
to the grammar here. How can the days be “deep as love” or 
“wild with all regret”? And what is the status of the exclama- 
tion “O Death in Life”? Is it merely a tortured cry like “O 
GodI the days that are no more”? Or is it a loose appositive: 
“the days that are no more are a kind of death in life?” 

The questions are not asked in a censorious spirit, as if 
there were no justification for Tennyson’s license here. But it 
is important to see how much license the poem requires, and 
the terms on which the reader decides to accord it justification. 
What one finds on closer examination is not muddlement but 
richness. But it is a richness achieved through principles of 
organization which many an admirer of the poet has difficulty 
in allowing to the “obscure” modem poet. 

For example, how can the days of the past be deepf Here, 
of course, the problem is not very difficult. The past is buried 
within one: the days that are no more constitute the deepest 
level of one’s being, and the tears that arise from thinking on 
them may be said to come from the “depth of some divine 
despair.” But how' can the days be “wild with all regret”? The 
extension demanded here is more ambitious. In matter of fact. 
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it is the speaker, the man, who is made wild with regret by 
thinking on the days. 

One can, of course, justify the adjective as a transferred 
epithet on the model of Vergil’s maestum timorem', and per- 
haps this was Tennyson’s own conscious justification (if, in- 
deed, the need to justify it ever occurred to him). But one can 
make a better case than a mere appeal to the authority of an 
established literary convention. There is a sense in which the 
man and the remembered days are one and the same. A man 
is the sum of his memories. The adjective which applies to the 
man made wild with regret can apply to those memories which 
make him wild with regret. For, does the man charge the 
memories with his own passion, or is it the memories that give 
the emotion to him? If we pursue the matter far enough, we 
come to a point where the distinction lapses. Perhaps I should 
say, more accurately, adopting the metaphor of the poem itself, 
we descend to a depth where the distinction lapses. The days 
that are no more are deep and wild, buried but not dead— 
below the surfeice and unthought of, yet at the deepest core 
of being, secretly alive. 

The past should be tame, fettered, brought to heel; it is not. 
It is capable of breaking forth and coming to the surface. The 
word "wild” is bold, therefore, but justified. It reasserts the 
line of development which has been maintained throughout 
the earlier stanzas: "fresh,” "strange,” and now "wild”— aU 
adjectives which suggest passionate, irrational life. The word 
"wild,” tlius, not only pulls into focus the earlier paradoxes, 
but is the final stage in the preparation for the culminating 
paradox, “O Death in Life.” 

The last stanza evokes an intense emotional response from 
the reader. The claim could hardly be made good by the 
stanza taken in isolation. The stanza leans heavily upon the 
foregoing stanzas, and the final paradox draws heavily upon 
the great metaphors in Stanzas II and III. This is as it should 
be. The justification for emphasizing the fact here is this; the 
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poem, for all its illusion of impassioned speech— with the loose- 
ness and apparent confusion of unpremeditated speech-is very 
tightly organized. It represents an organic structure; and the 
intensity of the total effect is a reflection of the total structure. 

The reader, I take it, will hardly be disposed to quarrel with 
the general statement of the theme of the poem as it is given 
in the foregoing account; and he will probably find himself in 
accord with this general estimate of the poem’s value. But the 
reader may well feel that the amount of attention given to the 
structure of the poem is irrelevant, if not- positively bad. In 
particular, he may find the emphasis on paradox, ambiguity, 
and ironic contrast displeasing. He has not been taught to 
expect these in Tennyson, and he has had the general impres- 
sion that the presence of these qualities represents the in- 
trusion of alien, “unpoetic” matter. 

I have no wish to intellectualize the poem— to make con- 
scious and artful what was actually spontaneous and simple. 
Nevertheless, the qualities of ironic contrast and paradox do 
exist in the poem; and they do have a relation to the poem’s 
dramatic power. 

Those who still feel that “simple eloquence” is enough 
might compare “Tears, Idle Tears” with another of Tennyson’s 
poems which has somewhat the same subject matter and hints 
of die same imagery, the lyric “Break, Break, Break.” 

Break, break, break. 

On thy cold grey stones, O seat 

And I would that my tongue could utter 
The thoughts that arise in me. 

O, well for the pskerman’s boy, 

That he shouts with his sister at play! 

O well for the sailor lad. 

That he sings in his boat on the bay! 
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poem icsexr inaicates, mat mere is a sense in wmcn me nana 
has not vanished and the voice is yet heard; otherwise we 
should not have the poem at all. But the poet makes no elfort 
to connect this activity, still alive in memory, with its former 
“actual” life. He is content to keen close to the conventional 
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poignance of his present memory of it as a ghost from the 
tomb. The poet does not recognize that his experience repre- 
sents such an ironical resurrection; nor does he allow the 
metaphors buried in “dead” and “come back” to suffer a 
resurrection into vigorous poetic life. With such phenomena 
the poet is not concerned. 

Of course, the poet need not be concerned with them; I 
should agree that we have no right to demand that this poem 
should explore the nature of memory as “Tears, Idle Tears” 
explores it. At moments, men are unaccountably saddened by 
scenes which are in themselves placid and even happy. The 
poet is certainly entitled, if he chooses, to let it go at that. Yet, 
it should be observed that in avoiding the psychological ex- 
ploration of the experience, the poet risks losing dramatic 
force. 

Mere psychological analysis is, of course, not enough to 
insure dramatic force; and such analysis, moreover, carries its 
own risks: the poem may become unnatural and coldly rhe- 
torical. But when the poet is able, as in “Tears, Idle Tears,” 
(to analyze his experience, and in the full light of the disparity 
and even apparent contradiction of the various elements, bring 
them into a new unity, he secures not only richness and depth 
but dramatic power as wel^ Our conventional accounts of 
poetry which oppose emotion to intellect, “lyric simplicity” to 
“thoughtful meditation,” have done no service to the cause of 
poetry. The opposition is not only merely superficial: it falsi- 
fies the real relationships. For the lyric quality, if it be gen- 
uine, is not the result of some transparent and “simple” 
redaction of a theme or a situation which is somehow poetic 
in itself; it is, rather, the result of an imaginative grasp of 
diverse materials— but an imaginative grasp so sure that it may 
show itself to the reader as unstudied and unpredictable with- 
out for a moment relaxing its hold on the intricate and com- 
plex stuff which it carries. 


CHAPTER TEN 


Yeets's Gs-ect Rooted Blossomer 


“Among School Children” has more than one point of re- 
semblance with Wordsworth’s “Intimations” ode. In both 
poems the mature man confronts the child and meditates on 
what has been gained and what lost in the process of growing 
up. In Yeats’s poem, to be sure, the children are met inside 
the schoolroom; they are not outside gamboling with the 
lambs on a spring morning when “every beast keeps holiday”; 
and in Yeats’s poem the children are not oblivious of his 
presence but gaze “in momentary wonder.” “Among School 
Children” is more realistic than Wordsworth’s poem in its 
opening, more casual in its tone, more indirect in its progres- 
sion. Yet the resemblance between the poems extends even so 
far as a common reference to the Platonic doctrine of prenatal 
recollection. If the babe’s soul does not come into the world 
of Yeats’s poem "trailing clouds of glory,” still the soul is con- 
ceived to be capable of trying to escape the penalty of birth— 

What youthful mother, a shape upon her lap ■ 
Honey of generation had betrayed, 

And that must sleep, shriek, struggle to escape 
As recollection or the drug decide . . . 

Yeats has supplied a note on the lines: “I have taken ‘the 
honey of generation’ from Porphyry’s essay on ‘The Cave of 
the Nymphs,’ but find no warrant in Porphyry for considering 
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it the ‘drug’ that destroys the ‘recollection’ of prenatal free- 
dom. He blamed a cup of oblivion given in the zodiacal sign 
of Cancer.” 

This is fantastic, and would have been considered so by 
Wordsworth no less than by ourselves. Wordsworth, in his 
poem, was careful to append a note explicitly repudiating any 
“real” belief in the notion of prenatal recollection which some 
of the lines of the “Ode” seem to reflect. Yeats, presumably, 
assumed that the casualness and realism of his poem—“one 
child or t’other there”~“Upon the bottom of a king of kings” 
—“a comfortable kind of old scarecrow”— would, of itself, 
maintain the balance. At any rate, that is what he does: the 
texture of the poem itself supplies whatever qualification the 
doctrine ought to receive, for the note puts the doctrine for- 
ward quite without apologies. 

But the common reference to the prenatal recollection is 
perhaps an accidental oddity; in the case of neither poem is it 
a point of first importance. What the “Ode” and “Among 
School Children” have in common that is of primary signifi- 
cance is a reliance on what is essentially the same dramatic 
situation, and a common dependence on a complex symbolism. 
If Wordsworth’s poem is at once more general with regard to 
the initial situation and more direct in its attack upon its 
theme, still, even here, as we have seen, the life of the poem 
resides in the vitality of the imagery which— almost in spite of 
Wordsworth himself— comes to develop and carry the theme. 

Yeats, on the other hand, is willing from the start to commit 
the development of his theme to the imagery— even to the 
special imagery of the particular scene in the schoolroom with 
which the poem opens. The dramatic method is that of an 
apparently rambling and whimsical meditation which mean- 
ders toward no goal in particular. One item of reflection sug- 
gests another until, at the end of the poem, the stream of 
consciousness has flowed with all the seeming purposelessness 
of a real stream to a point far from its source, casually floating 
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on its surface references to Leda, Plato, the ugly duckling, and 
a host of personal reminiscences. 

Certainly, as compared with Wordsworth’s pattern of state- 
ment of the problem, development of the problem, solution 
of the problem, the progression of “Among School Children’’ 
seems aimless. Yet Yeats’s poem has an inner logic more strict 
than Wordsworth’s. There is an absolute economy of symbol. 
There is no waste motion. The poem moves, by what turns out 
on inspection to be the shortest route, to its determined goal. 

That goal, one should not need to say, is not some abstract 
proposition about old age or education or life in general. If 
the goal were an abstract proposition, the statement that the 
poem takes the shortest route to it would be nonsense. The 
six stanzas which intervene between the opening scene and 
the statement that “Labour is blossoming or dancing, etc.’’ are 
not so many pleasant distractions from the culminating ob- 
servation. Not only do they justify that observation dramati- 
cally but they so qualify it that it “means” something very 
different from what it would mean if we took it in isolation. 
One can, and must, go further: the very inconsequence of 
some of the reflection— the apparent aimlessness itself of the 
progression— are brought to bear upon the final statement. If 
they account for it, in a sense they also guarantee its validity. 
For they suggest that it is not a “loaded” statement prepared 
beforehand, and forced upon the occasion; but ratlier a state- 
ment which the impact of the opening scene has precipitated 
out of the experience of a lifetime. 

The movement of the verse which describes the occasion for 
the meditation is pleasantly sing-song: 

The children learn to cipher and to sing, 

To study reading-books and history, 

To cut and sew, be neat in everything ... 

Dramatically, the effect is just right, for all that is said is 
thoroughly predictable. We are not really listening to the 


world o£ the modem schoolroom and the world announced 
by “I dream of a Ledaean body” is decisively sharp. What right 
has a “sixty-year-oid smiling public man” to dream of Ledaean 
bodies? And on this, of all occasions? The schoolroom, filled 
with little girls, presided over by the kind old nun, and dedi- 
cated to education ‘‘In the best modem way” has, apparently, 
nothing to do with the heroic and sensuous world of the 
mother of Helen of Troy. 

Yet the two worlds are connected. One of the little girls has 
reminded him of a ‘‘Ledaean body, bent/Above a sinking fire,” 
reciting to him some sorrow out of her childhood. He cannot 
remember what the sorrow was which she 

T old of a harsh reproof, or trivial event . . . 
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“Symposium” Plato has Aristophanes account for the origin 
of love in the following myth: men were originally double; in 
punishment for their attack on the gods, Zeus split them in 
two "as you might divide an egg with a hair”; and ever since, 
the half-men have tried to unite with each other. But the 
speaker “alters” the parable: the speaker’s union with his 
loved one was more intimate still: it was more than the halves 
of the egg coming together: their natures blent “Into the yolk 
and white of the one shell.” 

The reference to the egg owes most of course to Plato’s 
parable. But the egg image ties in with other elements already 
suggested in the poem— with the swan image, of course; but 
also with the theme of becoming, a theme which is later to be 
developed powerfully in the poem. The suggestion is that 
"youthful sympathy,” sympathy as of children, is the strongest 
tie of ail: the man and woman become one in going back into 
the past—into the egg itself, as it were. From the egg, they have 
diverged more and more through the process of time— have 
become birds of a very different feather; she, a "daughter of 
the swan,”; he, a “scarecrow.” 

But as a child, she must have looked just like this little girl 
or that one in the schoolroom, for every daughter of the swan 
was an “ugly duckling” once. Both the fairy story with its 
associations with childhood and the heroic legend out of Greek 
mythology are levied upon. Yet the collocation of these items 
is not an idle, “witty” association; the very jarring of the col- 
location reflects the theme itself: the development of the 
gangly-legged little girl into the beautiful woman, or— for the 
matter may be reversed— the development of tlie child which 
was himself, the child with its once “pretty plumage,” into the 
old clothes draped on old sticks “to scare a bird.” 

Gn the flood of recollection, her present image floats into 
his mind, as the swan itself might float into view. It is as ideal 
as if a painter like Botticelli, say, had fashioned it 
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Hollow of cheek as though it drank the wind 
And took a mess of shadows for its meat . . . 

Several critics with whom I never disagree without a certain 
hesitance have taken these lines to mean that the beloved 
woman is now old with her beauty in decay. But I believe 
that, in making this interpretation, they have allowed them- 
selves to be too much influenced by the assumption that the 
woman in Yeats’s thought must be Maude Gonne; and have 
therefore concluded, from the dates of the poem— the perils 
of biographical bias 1— that the Ledaean body is that of an old 
woman. But the lines in question do not require such an 
interpretation. And, in any case, what the lines insist on is the 
contrast between the ugly duckling and the swan, upon the 
transcendance of the “paddler’s heritage” and its common 
earthiness by the developed beauty that seems so spiritual that 
one cannot believe that it has been nourished on common 
food. 

With Stanza V, the theme is generalized: what youthful 
mother would think her birthpangs compensated if she could 
see at that moment her son as he is to look sixty years later. 
The present formless anonymity of the babe is hinted at by 
twice referring to the babe as a “shape.” As shape, it is pure 
potentiality— plastic enough to be molded even to a mother’s 
dream. But the reality, whatever it will come to be, will deny 
the mother’s dream. 

How is the formless given form? Where do the forms come 
from? It is the prime problem of Greek philosophy. The 
Greek philosophers come into his mind, three famous ex- 
amples of bipes implumis, who for ail their fame, ended as 
scarecrows too— 

Old clothes upon old sticks to scare a bird. 

But even here with the explicit reference to the philoso- 
phers, the tone of half-amused whimsy is not relaxed. We are 



the mention of Aristotle we get, not speculation but appli- 
cation: Aristotle is imposing the form on the more or less 
al ’ 


sided over by careless muses, fiddles his intuitions ‘‘on a fiddle- 
stick or strings.” But if we are inclined to take Pythagoras to 
be the hero of the scene, we are reminded that even the golden 
thighs with which his disciples credited him as a proof of 
his divinity become eventually “old sticks” supporting “old 
clothes” . . . “to scare a bird.” The minds of the philosophers, 
with all their diverse speculations, may disagree; but the testi- 
mony of their bodies comes to complete agreement. The pretty 
plumage disappears, and the man, now a mere effigy of a man, 
is calculated to repel the Ledaean body. 

But the poet insists on a wider reference still. It is not 
merely the Platonic Ideas which may be said to mock, in their 
divine ideality, the material objects in which they are imper- 
fectly realized. This is true of all ideals, and true not only for 
the philosopher but even for those human beings who take 
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the last stanza. What is drudgery becomes “blossoming or 
dancing where/The body is not bruised to pleasure soul.” 

In the total activity, one can separate the actor from the 
action only by an act of abstraction. What is the tree— leaf, 
blossom, or bole? When the dance is completed, has not the 
dancer ceased to be a dancer? Yet, is the last line a powerful 
insight or an obvious quibble? Does this whole last stanza, with 
all of its power and beauty, constitute the poet’s refutation to 
Plato and all cruel idealisms? Or, does it mark a desertion of— 
or a transcendance of— the common-sense world in which we 
feel we have so little difficulty in distinguishing dancers from 
the dances in which they engage? 

Even a careful paraphrase of the stanza may distort what is 
being said. Certainly, we ought to do no less here than to 
apply Yeats's doctrine to his own poem. The poem, like the 
“great rooted blossomer” that it celebrates is not to be isolated 
in the “statement” made by Stanza V or by Stanza VII or by 
Stanza VIII. Nor is it— doctrine of desperation— to be isolated 
in the flowering of a few delightful images. We must examine 
the bole and the roots, and most of all, their organic inter- 
relations. 

In the first place, one notes that the generalizations with 
which the last stanza opens have been thoroughly dramatized. 
Those generalizations are really extensions of the metaphorical 
fabric of the poem. Throughout the poem, birth and growth 
and decay have run as motifs: more specifically, the egg, the 
fledgling, the full-grown bird, the molting bird, the scarecrow; 
or, the babe at birth, the child, youth and maturity, Leda and 
golden-thighed Pythagoras, the man with sixty winters on his 
head. 

And it is these metaphors which are continued into the con- 
cluding stanza. The very first word of that stanza, “labour,” 
carries an element of the birth metaphor as an undertone. 
Labor is not merely w;orife but the labor of childbirth as welL 
For the chestnut-tree there are no birthpangs: "labour is bios- 
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soming.” For the great rooted blossomer it is just that—literaliyl 
On the other hand, the worst indictment that the poet can 
utter against the “mockers of man’s enterprise” is that they 
are “self-bom.” They are a priori; they know no development; 



172 Well WroBglit Um 

Wordsworth’s “Ode,” so here: “Among School Children” (or, 
tot that matter, “Sailing to Byzantium”) is finally a poem 
"about” the nature of the human imagination itself. 

It is true that the reader is tempted to say that “Among 
School Children” makes a protest against the imposition of all 
disciplines from the outside— a protest against all that “braises” 
the body “to pleasure soul.” Yet since all idealisms are cate- 
gorized as 

. . . self-born mockers of man’s enterprise 

it is evident that the poet does not think that one could or 
should do away with them. If they break hearts, still they are 
the ‘‘Presences/That passion, piety or affection knows.” The 
human world of passion, piety, and affection will necessarily 
be a world in which those Presences exist. They are not merely 
a concoction of the philosophers. If the philosophers and even 
the nuns constitute a special case, the mothers are not special. 
Their worship of images is taken for granted. 

The last stanza does not refute Plato— is not intended to 
refute him. For if we try to read into the vision of the chestnut- 
tree an affirmation of the beautiful, careless play of nature, and 
thus a rebuke to Plato’s holding nature a mere play “of spume" 
upon a “ghostly paradigm of things”; or a taunt at Aristotle’s 
“playing” the taws on the behind of the youthful Alexander, 
we remember that Pythagoras’ activity is play too— fingering 
“upon a fiddle-stick or strings.” (Perhaps one weights the word 
phy too heavily. Yet the word is used specifically with regard to 
Plato’s thought and Aristotle’s action, and Pythagoras is defi- 
nitely represented as playing upon an instrument. The word 
play has senses which can encompass the activity of all three and 
that of the dancer of the last stanza as well.) 

Or, one may approach the matter in this way: is Yeats less 
respectful to the Greek sages of “Among School Children” than 
he is to the sages whom he invokes in “Sailing to Byzantium”? 
It is true that he visualizes these last as “standing in God’s holy 
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fire” and concerned with no activity so mundane as that of 
administering a spanking. Yet his last petition to them is to 

. . . gather me 

Into the artifice of eternity. 

The word “artifice” fits the prayer at one level after another; 
the fact that he is to be taken out of nature-, that his body is to 
be an artifice hammered out of gold; that it will not age but 
will have the finality of a work of art. But “artifice” unques- 
tionably carries an ironic qualification too. The prayer, for all 
its passion, is a modest one. He does not ask that he be gathered 
into eternity— it will be enough if he is gathered into the “arti- 
fice of eternity.” The qualification does not turn the prayer into 
mockery, but it is all-important: it limits as well as defines the 
power of the sages to whom the poet appeals. 

The golden bird of “Sailing to Byzantium” and the flowering 
chestnut-tree of our poem are not, it should be apparent, on 
precisely the same level. Indeed, we need to add another term: 
the scarecrow. For the golden bird and the scarecrow are, as it 
were, limiting terms— or, if the scarecrow is not strictly a limit- 
ing term, it points to the other limit: the utter wreck and dis- 
solution of the body in the grave. Between the limits of “unage- 
ing intellect” and the wreck of the body, are the blossoming 
chestnut-tree or the dancer moving through the mazes of the 
dance or golden-thighed Pythagoras fiddling away at his intui- 
tion of the music of the spheres. All of them represent some- 
thing divine or supernatural, but as man can know it, always 
intermixed with the “natural.” The divinely beautiful woman 
has not really subsisted on shadows and the wind, even if it 
seems that her flesh could not have been nourished on common 
food; the golden thighs of Pythagoras do turn to the spindly 
shanks of the scarecrow. Yet the tone of the poem indicates that 
the Speaker is not mocking these intimations of the supernatural 
as mere easy illusions. The beloved is really worthy of the name 
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the conclusion of which is reached by logical methods and the 
validity of which can be checked by logical tests. In each case, 
the unifying principle of the organization which is the poem 
is an attitude or complex of attitudes. We can discover, to be 
sure, propositions which seem to characterize, more or less ac- 
curately, the unifying attitude. But if we take such propositions 
to be the core of the poem we are contenting ourselves with 
reductions and substitutions. To do this, is to take the root or 
the blossoms of the tree for the tree itself. 

The point is not a very abstruse one. It seems worth repeat- 
ing here only because many of our professors and popular re- 
viewers continue to act as if it were an esoteric principle. Our 
staple study of literature consists in investigations of the root 
system (the study of literary sources) or in sniffing the blossoms 
(impressionsism), or— not to neglect Yeats’s alternative symbol- 
in questioning the quondam dancer, no longer a dancer, about 
her life history (the study of the poet’s biography). 

I want to use the metaphor fairly: it is entirely legitimate to 
inquire into the dancer’s history, and such an inquiry is cer- 
tainly interesting for its own sake, and may be of value for our 
understanding of the dance. But we cannot question her as 
dancer without stopping the dance or waiting until the dance 
has been completed. And in so far as our interest is in poetry, 
the dance must be primary for us. We cannot afford to neglect 
it; no amount of notes on the personal history of the dancer 
will prove to be a substitute for it; and even our knowledge of 
the dancer qua dancer will depend in some measure upon it: 
How else can we know her? “How can we know the dancer from 
the dance?” 
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The ten poems that have been discussed were not selected be- 
can^ they happened to express a common theme or to display 
some particular style or to share a special set of symbols. It has 
proved, as a matter of fact, somewhat surprising to see how 
many items they do have in common: the light symbolism as 
used in “L’Allegro-Il Penseroso” and in the “Intimations” ode, 
for example; or, death as a sexual metaphor in “The Canoniza- 
tion” and in The Rafe of the Lock; or the similarity of prob- 
lem and theme in the “Intimations” ode and "Among School 
Children.” 

On reflection, however, it would probably warrant more 
surprise if these ten poems did not have much in common. For 
they are all poems which most of us will feel are close to the 
central stream of the tradition. Indeed, if there is any doubt 
on this point, it will have to do with only the first and last mem- 
bers of the series-poems whose relation to the tradition I shall, 
for reasons to be given a little later, be glad to waive. The 
others, it will be granted, are surely in the main stream of the 
tradition. 

iU a matter of fact, a number of the poems discussed in this 
book were not chosen by me but were chosen for me. But hav- 
ing written on these, I found that by adding a few poems I 
could construct a chronological series which (though it makes 

no pretension to being exhaustive of periods or types) would 
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not leave seriously unrepresented any important period since 
Shakespeare. In filling the gaps I tried to select poems which 
had been held in favor in their own day and which most critics 
still admire. There were, for example, to be no “metaphysicar’ 
poems beyond the first exhibit and no “modern” ones other 
than the last. But the intervening poems were to be read as one 
has learned to read Donne and the modems. One was to at- 
tempt to see, in terms of this approach, what the masterpieces 
had in common rather than to see how the poems of different 
historical periods differed— and in particular to see whether 
they had anything in common with the “metaphysicals” and 
with the modems. 

The reader will by this time have made up his mind as to 
whether the readings are adequate. (I use the word advisedly, 
for the readings do not pretend to be exhaustive, and certainly 
it is highly unlikely that they are not in error in one detail or 
another). If the reader feels that they are seriously inadequate, 
then the case has been judged; for the generalizations that fol- 
low will be thoroughly vitiated by the inept handling of the 
particular cases on which they depend. 

If, however, the reader does feel them to be adequate, it 
ought to be readily apparent that the common goodness which 
the poems share will have to be stated, not in terms of “content” 
or "subject matter” in the usual sense in which we use these 
terms, but rather in terms of stracture. The “content" of the 
poems is various,/and if we attempt to find one quality of con- 
tent which is shared by all the poems— a “poetic” subject matter 
or diction or imagery— we shall find that we have merely con- 
fused the issues. For what is it to be poetic? Is the schoolroom 
of Yeats’s poem poetic or unpoetic? Is Shakespeare’s “new-borne 
babe/ Striding the blast” poetic whereas the idiot, of his “Life 
is a tale tolde by an idiot” is unpoetic? If Herrick’s “budding 
boy or girl” is poetic, then why is not that monstrosity of the 
newspaper’s society page, the “society bud," poetic too? 

To say this is not, of course, to say that all materials have 



178 


The Well Wrayght Ora 
precisely the same potentialities (as if the various pigments on 
the palette had the same potentialities, any one of them suiting 
the given picture as well as another). But what has been said, on 
the other hand, requires to be said: for, if we are to proceed at 
all, we must draw a sharp distinction between the attractiveness 
or beauty of any particular item taken as such and the “beauty” 
of the poem considered as a whole. The latter is the effect of a 
total pattern, and of a kind of pattern which can incorporate 
within itself items intrinsically beautiful or ugly, attractive or 
repulsive. Unless one asserts the primacy of the pattern, a poem 
becomes merely a bouquet of intrinsically beautiful items. 

But though it is in terms of structure that we must describe 
poetry, the term “structure” is certainly not altogether satisfac- 
tory as a term. One means by it something far more internal 
than the metrical pattern, say, or than the sequence of images. 
The structure meant is certainly not “form” in the conventional 
sense in which we think of form as a kind of envelope which 
“contains” the “content.” The structure obviously is everywhere 
conditioned by the nature of the material which goes into the 
poem. The nature of the material sets the problem to be solved, 
and the solution is the ordering of the material. 

Pope's Rape of the Lock will illustrate:! the structure is not 

the heroic couplet as such, or the canto arrangement; for, Im- 

portant as is Pope’s use of the couplet as one means by which he 
secures the total effect, the heroic couplet can be used-~has been 
used mEUiy times—as an instrument in securing very different 
effects. The structure of the poem, furthermore, is not that of 
the mock-epic convention, though here, since the term “mock- 
epic” has implications of attitude, we approach a little nearer 
to the kind of structure of which we speak. 

The structure meant is a structure of meanings, evaluations, 

and interpretations; and the principle of unity which informs 

it seems to be one of balancing and harmonizing connotations, 
attitudes, and meanings. But even here one needs to make im- 
, portent; qualifications; the principle. Is not one which ..involves 
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a recent and popular book, accuses the “new formalists”~his 
choice of that epithet is revealing— of accepting the latter horn 
of the dilemma because he notices that they have refused the 
former. In other words, since they refuse to rank poems by their 
messages, he assumes that they are compelled to rank them by 
their formal embellishments. 

The omnipresence of this dilemma, a false dilemma, I believe, 
will also account for the fact that so much has been made in 
the preceding chapters of the resistance which any good poem 
sets up against all attempts to paraphrase it. The point is surely 
not that we cannot describe adequately enough for many pur- 
poses what the poem in general is “about” and what the general 
effect of the poem is: The Rape of the Lock is about the foibles 
of an eighteenth-century belle. The effect of “Corinna’s going 
a-Maying” is one of gaiety tempered by the poignance of the 
fleetingness of youth. We can very properly use paraphrases as 
pointers and as short-hand references provided that we know 
what we are doing. But it is highly important that we know 
what we are doing and that we see plainly that the paraphrase 
is not the real core of meaning which constitutes the essence 
of the poem. 

For the imagery and the rhythm are not merely the instru- 
ments by which this fancied core-of-meaning-which-can-be- 
expressed-in-a-paraphrase is directly rendered. Even in the 
simplest poem their mediation is not positive and direct. In- 
deed, whatever statement we may seize upon as incorporating 
the “meaning" of the poem, immediately the imagery and the 
rhythm seem to set up tensions with it, warping and twisting it, 
qualifying and revising it. This is true of Wordsworth’s “Ode" 
no less than of Donne’s “Canonization." To illustrate: if we say 
that the “Ode” celebrates the spontaneous “naturalness" of the 
child, there is the poem itself to indicate that Nature has a more 
sinister aspect—that the process by which the poetic lamb be- 
comes the dirty old sheep or the child racing over the meadows 
becomes the balding philosopher is a process that is thoroughly 
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"natural." Or, if we say that the thesis of the “Ode” is that the 
child brings into the natural world a supernatural glory which 
acquaintance with the world eventually and inevitably quenches 
in the light of common day, there is the last stanza and the 
drastic qualifications which it asserts: it is significant that the 
thoughts that lie too deep for tears are mentioned in this sunset 
stanza of the “Ode” and that they are thoughts, not of the child, 
but of the man. 

We have precisely the same problem if tve make our example 
The Rape of the Lock. Does the poet assert that Belinda is a 
goddess? Or does he say that she is a brainless chit? Whichever 
alternative we take, there are elaborate qualifications to be 
made. Moreover, if the simple propositions offered seem in their 
forthright simplicity to make too easy the victory of the poem 
over any possible statement of its meaning, then let the reader 
try to formulate a proposition that will say what the poem 
“says." As his proposition approaches adequacy, he will find, 
not only that it has increased greatly in length, but that it has 
begun to fill itself up with reservations and qualifications— and 
most significant of ail— tlie formulator will find that he has him- 
self begun to fall back upon metaphors of his own in his attempt 
to indicate what the poem “says." In sum, his proposition, as 
it approaches adequacy, ceases to be a proposition. 

Consider one more case, "Corinna’s going a-Maying.” Is the 
doctrine preached to Corinna throughout the first four stanzas 
true? Or is it damnably false? Or is it a “harmlesse follie"? Here 
perhaps we shall be tempted to take the last option as the saving 
mean— what the poem really sayr— and my account of the poem 
at the end of the third chapter is perhaps susceptible of this 
interpretation— or misinterpretation. If so, it is high time to 
clear the matter up. For we mistake matters grossly if we take 
the poem to be playing with opposed extremes, only to point 
the golden mean in a doctrine which, at the end, will correct 
the falsehood of extremes. The reconcilement of opposites which 
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the poet characteristically makes is not that of a prudent split- 
ting of the difference between antithetical overemphases. 

It is not so in Wordsworth’s poem nor in Keats’s nor in 
Pope’s. It is not so even in this poem of Herrick's. For though 
the poem reflects, if we read it carefully, the primacy of the 
Christian mores, the pressure exerted throughout the poem is 
upon the pagan appeal; and the poem ends, significantly, with 
a reiteration of the appeal to Corinna to go a-Maying, an appeal 
which, if qualified by the Christian view, still, in a sense, has 
been deepened and made more urgent by that very qualifica- 
tion. The imagery of loss and decay, it must be remembered, 
comes in this last stanza after the admission that the May-day 
rites are not a real religion but a “harmlesse foilie.” 

If we are to get all these qualifications into our formulation 
of what the poem says—and they are relevant— then, our formu- 
lation of the “statement” made by Herrick’s poem will turn out 
to be quite as difficult as that of Pope’s mock-epic. The truth of 
the matter is that all such formulations lead away from the cen- 
ter of the poem— not toward it; that the "prose-sense” of the 
poem is not a rack on which die stuff of the poem is hung; that 
it does not represent the “inner” structure or the “essential” 
structure or the “real” structure of the poem. We may use— and 
in many connections must use— such formulations as more or 
less convenient ways of referring to parts of the poem. But such 
formulations are scaffoldings which we may properly for certain 
purposes throw about the building: we must not mistake them 
for the internal and essential structure of the building itself. 

Indeed, one may sum up by saying that most of the distem- 
pers of criticism come about from yielding to the temptation to 
take certain remarks which we muks. about the poem— statements 
about what it says or about what truth it gives or about what 
formulations it illustrates— for the essential core of the poem 
itself. As W. M. Urban puts it in Im Language and Reality: 
“The general principle of the inseparability of intuition and 
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expression holds with special force for the aesthetic intuition. 
Here it means that form and content, or content and medium, 
are inseparable. The artist does not first intuit his object and 
then find the appropriate medium. It is rather in and through 
his medium that he intuits the object.” So much for the process 
of composition. As for the critical process: “To pass from the 
intuitible to the nonintuitible is to negate the function and 
meaning of the symbol.” For it “is precisely because the more 
universal and ideal relations cannot be adequately expressed 
directly that they are indirectly expressed by means of the more 
intuitible.” The most obvious examples of such error (and for 
that reason those which are really least dangerous) are those 
theories which frankly treat the poem as propaganda. The most 
subtle (and the most stubbornly rooted in the ambiguities of 
language) are those which, beginning with the “paraphrasable" 
elements of the poem, refer the other elements of the poem 
finally to some role subordinate to the paraphrasable elements. 
(The relation between ail the elements must surely be an or- 
ganic one— there can be no question about that. There is, how- 
ever, a very serious question as to whether the paraphra^bie 
elements have primacy.) 

Mr. Winters’ position will furnish perhaps the most respecta- 
ble example of the paraphrastic heresy. He assigns primacy to 
the “rational meaning” of the poem. “The relationship, in the 
poem, between rational statement and feeling,” he remarks in 
his latest book, “is thus seen to be that of motive to emotion.’* 
He goes on to illustrate his point by a brief and excellent analy- 
sis of the following lines from Browning: 

$0 wore night; the East was gray. 

White the broad-faced hemlock flowers. ... 

“The verb wore,” he continues, “means literally that the 
night passed, but it carries with it connotations of exhaustion 
and attrition which belong to the condition of the protagonist; 
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and grayness is a color which we associate with such a condition. 
If we change the phrase to read: ‘Thus night passed,’ we shall 
have the same rational meaning, and a meter quite as respecta- 
ble, but no trace of the power of the line: the connotation of 
wore will be lost, and the connotation of gray will remain in a 
state of ineffective potentiality.” 

But the word wore does not mean literally ‘‘that the night 
passed,” it means literally ‘‘that the night wore”— whatever wore 
may mean, and as Winters’ own admirable analysis indicates, 
wore “means,” whether rationally or irrationally, a great deal. 
Furthermore, “So wore night” and “Thus night passed” can 
be said to have “the same rational meaning” only if we equate 
"rational meaning” with the meaning of a loose paraphrase. 
And can a loose paraphrase be said to be the “motive to emo- 
tion”? Can it be said to “generate” the feelings in question? (Or, 
would Mr. Winters not have us equate “rational statement” and 
“rational meaning”?) 

Much more is at stake here than any quibble. In view of the 
store which Winters sets by rationality and of his penchant for 
poems which make their evaluations overtly, and in view of his 
frequent blindness to those poems which do not— in view of 
these considerations, it is important to see that what “So wore 
night” and "Thus night passed” have in common as their “ra- 
tional meaning” is not the "rational meaning” of each but the 
lowest common denominator of both. To refer the structure of 
the poem to what is finally a paraphrase of the poem is to refer 
it to something outside the poem. 

To repeat, most of our difficulties in criticism are rooted in 
the heresy of paraphrase. If we allow ourselves to be misled by 
it, we distort the relation of the poem to its "truth,” we raise 
the problem of belief in a vicious and crippling form, we split 
the poem between its "form” and its "content”— we bring the 
statement to be conveyed into an unreal competition with 
science or philosophy or theology. In short, we put our ques- 
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tions about the poem in a form calculated to produce the bat- 
tles of the last twenty-five years over the “use of poetiy.” * 

If we allow ourselves to be misled by die heresy of paraphrase, 
we run the risk of doing even more violence to the interna! 
order of the poem itself. By taking the paraphrase as our point 
of stance, we misconceive the function of metaphor and meter. 
We demand logical coherences where they are sometimes irrele- 
vant, and we fail frequently to see imaginative coherences on 
levels where they are highly relevant. Some of the implications 
of the paraphrastic heresy are so stubborn and so involved that 
I have thought best to relegate them to an appendix. There 
the reader who is interested may find further discussion of the 
problem and, I could hope, answers to certain misapprehensions 
of the positive theory to be adumbrated here. 

But what would be a positive theory? We tend to embrace 
the doctrine of a logical structure the more readily because, to 
many of us, the failure to do so seems to leave the mean- 
ing of the poem hopelessly up in the air. The alternative posi- 
tion will appear to us to lack even the relative stability of an 
Ivory Tower: it is rather commitment to a free balloon. For, 
to deny the possibility of pinning down what the poem “says’' to 
some “statement” will seem to assert that the poem really 
says nothing. And to point out what has been suggested in 
earlier chapters and brought to a head in this one, namely, that 
one can never measure a poem against the scientific or philo- 
sophical yardstick for the reason that the poem, when laid along 
the yardstick, is never the “full poem” but an abstraction from 
the poem— such an argument will seem to such readers a piece 
of barren logic-chopping— a transparent dodge. 

Considerations of strategy then, if nothing more, dictate some 
positive account of what a poem is and does. And some positive 

• I do not, of course, intend to minimize the fact that some of these hattlra 
have been highly profitable, or to imply that the foregoing paragraphs could 
have been written except for the illumination shed by the discussions of the last 
twenty-five years. 
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account can be given, though I cannot promise to do more than 
suggest what a poem is, nor will my terras turn out to be any- 
thing more than metaphors.* 

The essential structure of a poem (as distinguished from the 
rational or logical structure of the “statement” which we ab- 
stract from it) resembles that of architecture or painting; it is a 
pattern of resolved stresses- Or, to move closer still to poetry 
by considering the temporal arts, the structure of a poem resem- 
bles that of a ballet or musical composition. It is a pattern of 
resolutions and balances and harmonizations, developed through 
a temporal scheme.f 

Or, to move still closer to poetry, the structure of a poem 
resembles that of a play. This last example, of course, risks in- 
troducing once more the distracting element, since drama, like 
poetry, makes use of words. Yet, on the whole, most of us are 
less inclined to force the concept of “statement” on drama than 

* For those who cannot be content with metaphors (or with the particular 
metaphors which I can give) I recommend Rene Wellek’s excellent "The Mode 
of Existence of a Literary Work of Art" {The Southern Review, Spring, 1942). 
I shall not try to reproduce here as a handy, thumb-nail definition his account 
of a poem as “a stratified system of norms,” for the definition would be rela- 
tively meaningless without the further definitions which he assigns to the indi- 
vidual terms which he uses, I have made no special use of his terms in this 
chapter, but I believe that the generalizations about poetry outlined here can be 
thoroughly accommodated to the position which his essay sets forth. 

t In recent numbers of Accent, two critics for whose work I have high regard 
have emphasized the dynamic character of poetry. Kenneth Burke argues that if 
we are to consider a poem as a poem, we must consider it as a "mode of action." 
R. P. Blackmur asks us to think of it as gesture, "the outward and dramatic 
play of inward and imaged meaning." I do not mean to commit either of these 
critics to my own interpretation of dramatic or symbolic action; and I have, on 
my own part, several rather important reservations with respect to Mr. Burke’s 
position. But there are certainly large areas of agreement among our positions. 
The reader might also compare the account of poetic structure given in this 
chapter with the following passage from Su-sanne Langer’s Philosophy in a New 
Rey: . though the material oi poetxy is verbal, its import is not the literal 

assertion made in the words, but the way the assertion is made, and this involves 
the sound, the tempo, the aura of associations of the words, the long or short 
sequences of ideas, the wealth or poverty of transient imagery that contains 
them, the sudden arrest of fantasy by pure fact, or of familiar fact by sudden 
ifantasy, the suspense of literal meaning by a sustained ambiguity resolved in a 
long-awaited key-word, and the unifying, all-embracing artifice of rhythm.” 
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on a lyric poem; for the very nature of drama is that of some- 
thing “acted out”— something which arrives at its conclusion 
through conflict— something which builds conflict into its very 
being. The dynamic nature of drama, in short, allows us to 
regard it as an action rather than as a formula for action or as 
a statement about action. For this reason, therefore, perhaps 
the most helpful analogy by which to suggest the structure of 
poetry is that of the drama, and for many readers at least, the 
least confusing way in which to approach a poem is to think of 
it as a drama. 

The general point, of course, is not that either poetry or 
drama makes no use of ideas, or that either is “merely emo- 
tional”— whatever that is— or that there is not the closest and 
most important relationship between the intellectual materials 
which they absorb into their structure and other elements in the 
structure. The relationship between the intellectual and the 
nonintellectual elements in a poem is actually far more intimate 
than the conventional accounts would represent it to be; the 
relationship is not that of an idea “wrapped in emotion” or a 
“prose-sense decorated by sensuous imagery.” 

The dimension in which the poem moves is not one which 
excludes ideas, but one which does include attitudes. The di- 
mension includes ideas, to be sure; we can always abstract an 
“idea” from a poem— even from the simplest poem— even from 
a lyric so simple and unintellectual as 

Western wind, when wilt thou blow 
That the small rain down can rain? 

Christ, that my love were in my arms 
And I in my bed again! 

But the idea which we abstract— assuming that we can ail agree 
on what that idea is— will always be abstracted: it will always be 
the projection of a plane along a line or the projection of a cone 
upon a plane. 

If this last analogy proves to be more confusing than iilumi- 
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But to deny that the coherence of a poem is reflected in a 
logical paraphrase of its “real meaning” is not, of course, to 
deny coherence to poetry; it is rather to assert that its coherence 
is to be sought elsewhere. The characteristic unity of a poem 
(even of those poems which may accidentally possess a logical 
unity as well as this poetic unity) lies in the unification of atti- 
tudes into a hierarchy subordinated to a total and governing 
attitude. In the unified poem, the poet has “come to terms” 
with his experience. The poem does not merely eventuate in a 
logical conclusion. The conclusion of the poem is the working 
out of the various tensions— set up by whatever means— by pro- 
positions, metaphors, symbols. The unity is achieved by a dra- 
matic process, not a logical; it represents an equilibrium of 
forces, not a formula. It is “proved” as a dramatic conclusion is 
proved: by its ability to resolve the conflicts which have been 
accepted as the donnees of the drama. 

Thus, it is easy to see why the relation of each item to the 
whole context is crucial, and why the effective and essential 
structure of the poem has to do with the complex of attitudes 
achieved. A scientific proposition can stand alone. H it is true, 
it is true. But the expression of an attitude, apart from the 
occasion which generates it and the situation which it encom- 
passes, is meaningless. For example, Ae last two liiie.s of the 
“Intimations” ode, 

T G me the meanest flower that blows can give 
Thoughts that do often lie too deep for tears, 

such adumbrations will lack, not only the tension— the dramatic force— of the 
poem; they will.be at best crude approximations of the poem. Moreo»’er— ami 

this is the OTidal point— they will be compelled to resort to the methods of the 

poem— analogy, metaphor, symbol, etc.— in order to .secure even this near an 

approximatiost. 

Urban’s comment upon this problem is interesting; he says that if we expand 

the symbol, "tve lo.se the ‘sense’ or value of the symbol or symbol. The soiiition 

. . . seems to me to He in an adequate theory. of interpretation, of the symbol. 
It does not consist in substituting Utersl for symbol sentences, in other words 
substituting ‘blunt’ truth for symbolic truth, but rather in deepening atid en- 
riching the meaning of the symbol." 
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when taken in isolation— I do not mean quoted in isolation by 
one who is even vaguely acquainted with the context— makes a 
statement which is sentimental if taken in reference to the 
speaker, and one which is patent nonsense if taken with a gen- 
eral reference. The man in the street (of whom the average 
college freshman is a good enough replica) knows that the 
meanest flower that grows does not give him thoughts that lie 
too deep for tears; and, if he thinks about the matter at all, he 
is inclined to feel that the person who can make such an asser- 
tion is a very fuzTy sentimentalist. 

We have already seen the ease with which the statement 
“Beauty is truth, truth beauty” becomes detached from its con- 
text, even in the hands of able critics; and we have seen the 
misconceptions that ensue when this detachment occurs. To 
take one more instance: the last stanza of Herrick’s “Corinna,” 
taken in isolation, would probably not impress the average 
reader as sentimental nonsense. Yet it would suffer quite as 
much by isolation from its context as would the lines from 
Keats’s “Ode.” For, as mere statement, it would become some- 
thing flat and obvious— of course our lives are short! And the 
conclusion from the fact would turn into an obvious truism for 
the convinced pagan, and, for the convinced Christian, equally 
obvious, though damnable, nonsense. 

Perhaps this is why the poet, to people interested in hard-and- 
fast generalizations, must always seem ’lo be continually en- 
gaged in blurring out distinctions, effecting compromises, or, at 
the best, coming to his conclusions only after provoking and 
unnecessary delays. But this last position is merely another 
variant of the paraphrastic heresy; to assume it is to misconceive 
the end of poetry— to take its meanderings as negative, or to 
excuse them (with the comfortable assurance that the curved 
line is the line of beauty) because we can conceive the pur- 
pose of a poem to be only the production, in the end, of a prop- 
osition— of a statement. 

But the meanderings of a good poem (they are meanderings 
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only from the standpoint of the prose paraphrase of the poem) 
are not negative, and they do not have to be excused; and most 
of all, we need to see what their positive function is; for unless 
we can assign them a positive function, we shkll find it difficult 
to explain why one divergence from “the prose line of the argu- 
ment” is not as good as another. The truth is that the apparent 
irrelevancies which metrical pattern and metaphor introduce 
do become relevant when we realize that they function in a 
good poem to modify, qualify, and develop the total attitude 
which we are to take in coming to terms with the total situation. 

If the last sentence seems to take a dangerous turn toward 
some special “use of poetry"— some therapeutic value for the 
sake of which poetry is to be cultivated— I can only say that I 
have in mind no special ills which poetry is to cure. Uses for 
poetry are always to be found, and doubtless will continue to be 
found. But my discussion of the structure of poetry is not being 
conditioned at this point by some new and special role which I 
expect poetry to assume in the future or some new function to 
which I would assign it. The structure described— a structure 
of “gestures” or attitudes— seems to me to describe the essential 
structure of both the Odyssey and The Waste Land. It seems 
to be the kind of structure which the ten poems considered in 
this book possess in common. 

If the structure of poetry is a stnicture of the older described, 
that fact may explain (if not justify) the frequency with which 
I have had to have recourse, in the foregoing chapters, to terms 
like “irony” and “paradox.” By using the term irony, one risks, 
of course, making the poem seem arch and self-conscious, since 

irony, for most readers of poetry, is associated with satire, vers 

de socUte, and other “intellectual” poetries. Yet, the necessity 
for some such term ought to be apparent; and irony is the most 
general term that we have for the kind of qualification which 

the various elements in a context receive from the context. 

This kind of qualification, as we have seen, is of tremendous 
importance in any poem. Moreover, irony is our most general 
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term for indicating that recognition of incongiuities— which, 
again, pervades all poetry to a degree far beyond what our con- 
ventional criticism has been heretofore willing to allow. 

Irony in this general sense, then, is to be found in Tenny- 
son’s “Tears, Idle Tears” as well as in Donne’s “Canonization.” 
We have, of course, been taught to expect to find irony in 
Pope’s “Rape of the Lock,” but there is a profound irony in 
Keats’s “Ode on a Grecian Urn”; and there is irony of a very 
powerful sort in Wordsworth’s “Intimations” ode. For the 
thrusts and pressures exerted by the various symbols in this 
poem are not avoided by the poet; they are taken into account 
and played, one against the other. Indeed, the symbols— from a 
scientific point of view— are used perversely: it is the child who 
is the best philosopher; it is from a kind of darkness— from some- 
thing that is “shadowy”— that the light proceeds; growth into 
manhood is viewed, not as an extrication from, but as an incar- 
ceration within, a prison. 

There should be no mystery as to why this must be so. The 
terms of science are abstract symbols which do not change under 
the pressure of the context. They are pure (or aspire to be 
pure) denotations; they are defined in advance. They are not 
to be warped into new meanings. But where is the dictionary 
which contains the terms of a poem? It is a truism that the poet 
is continually forced to remake language. As Eliot has put it, 
his task is to “dislocate language into meaning.” And, from the 
standpoint of a scientific vocabulary, this is precisely what he 
performs: for, rationally considered, the ideal language would 
contain one terra for each meaning, and the relation between 
term and meaning would be constant. But the word, as the 
poet uses it, has to be conceived of, not as a discrete particle of 
meaning, but as a potential of meaning, a nexus or cluster of 
meanings. 

What is true of the poet’s language in detail is true of the 
larger wholes of poetry. And therefore, if we persist in approach- 
ing the poem as primarily a rational statement, we ought not 
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to be surprised if the statements seems to be presented to m 
always in the ironic mode. When we consider the statement im- 
mersed in the poem, it presents itself to us, like the stick im- 
mersed in the pool of water, warped and bent. Indeed, whatever 
the statement, it will always show itself as deflected away from 
a positive, straightforward formulation. 

It may seem perverse, however, to maintain, in the face of 
our revived interest in Donne, that the essential structure of 
poetry is not logical. For Donne has been appealed to of late as 
the great master of metaphor who imposes a clean logic on his 
images beside which the ordering of the images in Shakespeare’s 
sonnets is fumbling and loose. It is perfectly true that Donne 
makes a great show of logic; but two matters need to be ob- 
served. In the first place, the elaborated and "logical” figure 
is not Donne’s only figure or even his staple one. "Telescoped” 
figures like "Made one anothers hermitage” are to be found 
much more frequently than the celebrated comparison of the 
souls of the lovers to the legs of a pair of compasses. In the sec- 
ond place, where Donne uses "logic,” he regularly uses it to 
justify illogical positions. He employs it to overthrow a conven- 
tional position or to “prove” an essentially illogical one. 

Logic, as Donne uses it, is nearly always an ironic logic to 
state the claims of an idea or attitude which we have agreed, 
with our everyday logic, is false. This is not to say, certainly, 
that Donne is not justified in using his logic so, or that the best 
of his poems are not “proved” in the only sense in which poems 
can be proved. 

But the proof is not a logical proof. “The Canonization” will 
scarcely prove to the hard-boiled naturalist that the lovers, by 
giving up the world, actually attain a better world. Nor will the 
argument advanced in the poem convince the dogmatic Chris- 
tian that Donne’s lovers are really saints. 

In using logic, Donne as a poet is fighting the devil with fire. 
To adopt Robert Penn Warren’s metaphor (which, though I 
lift it somewhat scandaiomiy out of another context, will apply 
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to this one): “The poet, somewhat less spectacularly [than the 
saint], proves his vision by submitting it to the fires of irony— 
to the drama of the structure— in the hope that the fires will 
refine it. In other words, the poet wishes to indicate that his 
vision has been earned, that it can survive reference to the com- 
plexities and contradictions of experience.” 

The same principle that insures the presence of irony in so 
many of our great poems also accounts for the fact that so many 
of them seem to be built around paradoxes. Here again the 
conventional associations of the term may prejudice the reader 
just as the mention of Donne may prejudice him. For Donne, 
as one type of reader knows all too well, was of that group of 
poets who wished to impress their audience with their clever- 
ness. All of us are familiar with the censure passed upon Donne 
and his followers by Dr. Johnson, and a great many of us still 
retain it as our own, softening only the rigor of it and the thor- 
oughness of its application, but not giving it up as a principle. 

Yet there are better reasons than that of rhetorical vain-glory 
that have induced poet after poet to choose ambiguity and para- 
dox rather than plain, discursive simplicity. It is not enough for 
the poet to analyse his experience as the scientist does, breaking 
it up into parts, distinguishing part from part, classifying the 
various parts. His task is finally to unify experience. He must 
return to us the unity of the experience itself as man knows it 
in his own experience. The poem, if it be a true poem is a 
simulacrum of reality— in this sense, at least, it is an “imitation” 
—by being an experience rather than any mere statement about 
experience or any mere abstraction from experience. 

Tennyson cannot be content with saying that in memory the 
poet seems both dead and alive; he must dramatize its life-in- 
death for us, and his dramatization involves, necessarily, ironic 
shock and wonder. The dramatization demands that the anti- 
thetical aspects of memory be coalesced into one entity which— 
if we take it on the level of statement— is a paradox, the asser- 
tion of the union of opposites. Keats’s Um must express a life 
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which is above iife and its vicissitudes, but it must also bear 
witness to the fact that its iife is not life at all. but is a kind of 
death. To put it in other terms, the Urn must, in its role as 
historian, assert that myth is truer than history. Donne’s lovers 
must reject the world in order to possess the world. 

Or, to take one further instance: Wordsworth’s light must 
serve as the common symbol for aspects of man’s vision which 
seem mutually incompatible— intuition and analytic reason. 
Wordsworth’s poem, as a matter of fact, typifies beautifully the 
poet’s characteristic problem itself. For even this poem, which 
testifies so heavily to the way in which the world is split up and 
parceled out under the growing light of reason, cannot rest in 
this fact as its own mode of perception, and still be a poem. 
Even after the worst has been said about man’s multiple vision, 
the poet must somehow prove that the child is father to the 
man, that the dawn light is still somehow the same light as the 
evening light. 

If the poet, then, must perforce dramatize the oneness of the 
experience, even though paying tribute to its diversity, then his 
use of paradox and ambiguity is seen as necessary. He is not 
simply trying to spice up, with a superficially exciting or mys- 
tifying rhetoric, the old stale stockpot (though doubtless this 
will be what the inferior poet does generally and what the real 
poet does in his lapses). He is rather giving us an insight which 
preserves the unity of experience and which, at its higher and 
more serious levels, triumphs over the apparently contradictory 
and conflicting elements of experience by unifying them into a 
new pattern. 

Wordsworth’s "Intimations” ode, then, is not only a poem, 
but, among other things, a parable about poetry, Keats’s “Ode 
on a Grecian Urn” is quite obviously such a parable. And, in- 
deed, most of the poems which Tve have discussed in this study 
may be taken as such parables. 

In one sense, Pope’s treatment of Belinda raises ail the char- 
acteristic problems of poetry* For Pope, in dealing with his 
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"goddess,” must face the claims of naturalism and of common 
sense which would deny divinity to her. Unless he faces them, 
he is merely a sentimentalist. He must do an even harder thing: 
he must transcend the conventional and polite attributions of 
divinity which would be made to her as an acknowledged belle. 
Otherwise, he is merely trivial and obvious. He must "prove” 
her divinity against the common-sense denial (the brutal denial) 
and against the conventional assertion (the polite denial). The 
poetry must be wrested from the context: Belinda’s lock, which 
is what the rude young man wants and which Belinda rather 
prudishly defends and which the naturalist asserts is only ani- 
mal and which displays in its curled care the style of a particular 
era of history, must be given a place of permanence among the 
stars. 
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Tile preceding chapters obviously look forward to a new history of 
English poetry (even though, quite as obviously, the discussions of 
poetry which they contain do not attempt to ivrite that history). In- 
deed, the discussions may very well seem to take history too little 
into account. Yet, though the discussions have been concerned with 

the poems as poems, the mind of the poet, it must be admitted at 

once, is not a tabula rasa. I certainly have not meant to imply that 
the poet does not inherit his ideas, his literary concepts, his rhythms, 
his literary forms— that he does not inherit, in the first place, his lan- 
guage itself. 

What is possible for a Donne, therefore, may not be passible for a 
Pope, and materials which may lie to hand for a Pope, may not be 
available for a Keats. I make the point here, not because it is not 
already obvious to the reader, but because I want the reader to har- 
bor no lingering doubt that it is completely obvious to me. 

But I insist that to treat the poems discussed primarily as poems 
is a proper emphasis, and very much worth doing. For we have gone 

to school to the anthropologists and the cultural historians assidu- 

ously, and we have learned their lesson almost too well. We have 
learned it so well that the danger now, it seems to me, is not that we 

will forget the differences between poems of different historical pe- 

riods, but that we may forget those qualities which they have in 
common. We are not likely to ignore those elements which make the 
great poems differ from each other. It is entirely possible, on the 

other hand, that the close kinship that they bear to one another may 

'■ m ■ 
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be obscureci--th(>se qualities that make them poems and which de- 
termine whether they are good poems or bad poems. 

I am thoroughly aware that the terms good and bad are suspect, 
and that their introduction here may be considered even imperti- 
nent. Good and bad, we have been taught, are meaningless terms 
when used absolutely. They must refer to some standard of values, 
and values, we know, are hopelessly subjective. We resent the arro- 
gance implied in judgments which seem to have any tinge of abso- 
luteness about them, and, as a rule, no profession of personal 
humility on the part of the critic who renders them is sufficient to 
assuage us. We have come to believe less and less in any absolute 
criteria; and, even assuming that such criteria exist, we feel that no 
critic could know and apply them without a certain egotism: how is 
a critic, who is plainly the product of his own day and time, hope- 
lessly entangled in the twentieth century, to judge the poems of his 
own day— much less, the poems of the past— specie aeternitatis! 

But in giving up our criteria of good and bad, we have, as a con- 
sequence I believe, begun to give up our concept of poetry it- 
self. Obviously, if we can make no judgments about a poem as a 
poem, the concept of poetry as distinct from other kinds of discourse 
which employ words becomes meaningless. Recently, I heard a pro- 
fessor of literature propose before a group of professors and critics 
of more than average distinction that the new history of American 
literature should assume, for its purposes, that literature was synony- 
mous with "anything written in words/' it being obvious that any 
narrower criterion would be hopelessly subjective. 

It should be added that the company addressed registered varying 
degrees of shock; and yet the speaker was merely carrying to its 
logical conclusion tendencies which three-quarters of his audience 
exemplified in practice. We have no confidence in absolutes of any 
kind; we kribw too ruuch about ourselves to rest happily in sub- 
jective judgments. We try, therefore, to be more objective, more 
"scientific”— and in practice we usually content ourselves with re- 
lating the work in question to the cultural matrix out of which it 
came.' ' ■ 

The studies of particular poems which fill up the earlier chapters 
of this book take as their assumption that there is such a thing as 
po etry, difficult .as it may be to define, and tKaT^ra^fS-^ier&l 
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^criteria against which the poems may be measured. If there is any 
absolutism implied, I prefer not to conceal it, but to bring it out 
into the open. The foregoing discussions of poetry may, indeed, be 
hopelessly subjective. But, for better or for worse, the judgments are 
rendered, not in terms of some former historical period and not 
merely in terras of our o%vn: the judgments are very frankly treated 
as if they were universal judgments. But if I am perfectly willing to 
expose the assumptions on which my own judgments rest, I am 
equally desirous of exposing the assumptions which underlie the 
typical varieties of attack on such judgments. 

I believe that the typical attacks fall into a pattern—a pattern 
which will help to explain the state into which literary criticism, 
and ultimately the Humanities in general, have fallen in our day. I 
want to point out, therefore, that the notes which follow are con- 
cerned with something more than the defense of a particular critical 
method. They have to do— and this must be my justification for 
their presence here— they have to do with the whole question of 
whether we can have literary criticism at all. 

The attempt to locate the “poetry” in a special doctrine or a spe- 
cial subject matter or a special kind of imagery, as we have seen in 
earlier pages, speedily breaks down. It must break down, if litera- 
ture exists as literature; for different poems state what are appar- 
ently contradictory doctrines and employ very different materials. 
Yet if we are to emphasize, not the special subject matter, but the 
way in which the poem is built, or— to change the metaphor— tire 
form which it has taken as it grew in the poet’s mind, we shall 
necessarily raise questions of formal structure and rhetorical organ- 
ization: we shall be forced to talk about levels of meanings, symbol- 
izations, clashes of connotations, paradoxes, itonies, etc. 

Moreover, however inadec^uate these terms may be, even so, such 
terms do bring us closer, I feel, to the structure of the poem as an 
organism— the formal structure as it is related to the relatively com- 
plex effect which even a simple poem gives. And the formal pattern 
suggested by these terms seems to carry over from poem to poem. If 
it does, then we are allowed to approach a poem by Donne in the 
same general terms through which we approach a poem by Keats; 
or a poem of Wordsworth’s, through the same terms which will 
apply to a poem by Yeats. I repeat: I do not mean to ignore impor- 
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tant differences between poets. Yet what must be sought is an instru- 
ment which will allow for some critical precision, and yet one which 
may be used in the service, not of Romantic poetry or of metaphys- 
ical poetry, hut of poetry. 

It is just at this point that one encounters the first line of misap- 
prehension or of considered disagreement. The ordinary critic is 
usually quite willing to allow the poetry of the moderns or of the 
seventeenth-century metaphysical poets to be as complex as any- 
one may care to regard it. He raises no objections, for both of these 
poetries, he feels, are eccentric and “special.” But the poetry of the 
nineteenth century, he is sure, is not, and need not be, complex. 
And the treatment accorded poetry in the earlier chapters of this 
book, he is convinced, attempts to read an unwarranted complexity 
into nineteenth-century poems— -to “overintellectualize” them. 

But though this objection is a rather general one (since most of us 
derive our concept of poetry from the nineteenth-century poets), I 
think that it may be treated with more clarity in terms of a concrete 
instance; and Mr. Donald Stauffer has furnished us witli a particu- 
larly usable one since it involves one of the chapters of this book as 
it first appeared in the volume The Language of Poetry. Further- 
more, the fact that Mr. Stauffer v/rites as a friendly critic makes his 
statement against complexity in poetry all the more pertinent. 

With reference to the account of Wordsworth’s sonnet on West- 
minster Bridge (p. 5), Mr. Stauffer writes as follows: “[In Brooks’s 
account] Wordsworth’s flash of insight— that even the man-made city 
participates in the life of nature— becomes not a part of a powerful 



account of the poem does not square with the received biographical 
account; and (s) the fact that the paradox is “analyzabie”— a fact 
which apparently implies to Mr. Stauffer a violation of the nature 
of the experience which the poem records. The second item, since it 
involves a problem that will appear again under various forms, may 
be postponed for the moment. 

As for the first objection: it raises the whole qu«tion of the rela- 
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£ion o£ cxiticism £o biography. Is the experience of “On Westmin- 
ster Bridge” simply a morning out of WorcLswoith’s life, a morning 
to be fitted neatly into his biography? Or, is the experience of “On 
Westminster Bridge” to be considered as a poe'm—the dramatization 
of an experience (real or imagined, or with elements of both) in 
which the poet may make what use he cares to of contrast, surprise 
—even shock? Mr. Stauffer’s objection seems to be that the convic- 
tion that the man-made city was a part of nature was arrived at 
slowly in Wordsworth’s own life, and therefore he feels that this 
conviction cannot come to the protagonist of the poem as a flash of 
intuition— cannot come to the protagonist with some sense of shock. 

I am not so much concerned with whether it is Mr. Stauffer or I 
who am most nearly right about the sonnet, but I am greatly con- 
cerned tvith tlie nature of Mr. Stauffer’s argument. For he seems to 
me to confound the protagonist of the poem with the poet and the 
experience of the poem as an aesthetic structure, with the author’s 
personal experience. 

I'.fy assumption that Mr. Stauffer is guilty of this confusion seems 
to me confirmed by Mr. Stauffer’s general skittishness about any at- 
tempt £0 deal with rhetorical structure. “Mr. Brooks,” he tvrites, "is 
determined to find ail things oiiginal, spare, and strange in any set 
of verses before he will accord them the name of poetry." The terms 
are Mr. Stauffer’s, not mine; but I think that I can afford to accept 
them for the sake of the argument. Is tijere not a sense, and an im- 
poitant sense, in which "original, spare, and strange” must apply to 
all poatry? worthy of the name? Surely, there is a sense in which all 
true poetry must be original, Mr. Stauffer would not allow that even 
tile simplest of Wordsworth’s poems tliat he admires can be trite. 
And “trite,” I submit, is a lair eiiough antonym to “original.” I 
agree, of course, that the .orlgin.Sil poem need not be an esoteric 
poem. It can certainly make tiss of words, themes, and subject mat- 
ter which are ordinarily thought ot - In isolation as til f;e. But the 
poem itself? Can It be trite?. And sdll poetry? Surely, ia/ the good 

poem, that wMcIi In ordina-y, experience is tliought of as common- 

place is renew^ed, made fresh mid compelling. Even Dr. Johnson, 
\\ certainly no,, friend to the esoteric, demanded that t!ie“$8uglits .in 
lipoetry be “new” as well as “jnst,” 

In the same way, even “sta-ange” characterizes the good poem— 
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nowhere more than where the familiar matter of today is rendered 
fresh and unfamiliar. Mr. Stauffer's own Romantics will furnish 
abundant evidence on this point. What else is Wordsworth talking 
about when he says that his primary function in the Lyrical Ballads 
was to remove the "film of familiarity” from daily objects? 

The third term, "spare,” hardly comes off any better. I would 
prefer to substitute for it the term "functional.” But I think that I 
can afford to accept the metaphor which “spare” implies and still 
make my point. Mr. Stauffer and I may quarrel about the proper 
degree of spareness—about what is healthily spare and what is not— 
but Mr. Stauffer can accept no more easily than I, the opposite of 
spareness. He too will have to reject the obese poem, the overstuffed 
poem. Wordiness, mere external decoration, unrelated sentiment— 
these, he must agree, are faults; and if they are faults, then we are 
driven to admit that some kind of relation must obtain between the 
individual word or incident and the poem as a whole. If Mr. Stauf- 
fer will accept the proposition that every word in a poem plays its 
part, then we can have no radical disagreement over principles and 
can agree to disagree over particular interpretations. On the other 
hand, I do not see how Mr. Stauffer can reject the proposition that 
every word in a good poem counts and still continue to use the term 
“poem” in a meaningful sense. 

The question of form, of rhetorical structure, simply has to be 
faced somewhere. It is the primary problem of the critic. Even if itf' 
is postponed, it cannot ultimately be evaded. If there is such a thingf 
as poetry, we are compelled to deal with it. And this is my justifica-i 
tion for considering with some minuteness the passage in which Mr. 
Stauffer summarizes his objections: "I am being unfair to Mr. 
Brooks, as he, I think, is unfair to poetry as a whole. But I do so be- 
cause 1 feel his position excludes from the reader’s enjoyment great 
areas of poetry. . . . He says truly that ‘We must be prepared to 
accept the paradox of the imagination itself.’ Part of the paradox of 
the imagination is that a poet may write with simplicity and senti- 
ment and still remain a poet.” 

One naturally sympathizes with Mr, Stauffer’s objection to what 
has seemed to him a too narrow dogmatism. Moreover, it is entirely 
possible that the essay on which he has based his objection reflects 
just that— though I could hope that the essay, placed as it is now 
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within the context of this book, will no longer appear narrowly dog- 
matic. But a deeper issue is involved. What does Mr. Stauffer’s 
“simplicity” mean? What can it be made to mean? If one means that 
a poet may be able to write without giving a sense of pomposity— 
that he can give a sense of casual and simple directness— the point 
can surely be granted at once. If the statement means that the poet 
can make his poem one by reducing to order the confusions and dis- 
orders and irrelevancies of ordinary experience in terms of one uni- 
fying insight, again granted. The poet not only may do this; he 
must. But if Mr. Stauffer means that matters of structure are irrele- 
vant— that the poet can render his truth "simply” and directly, then 
I am afraid that the generous motive of protecting the diversity of 
poetry has betrayed him into the common error that besets our 
criticism. To state it in its most pervasive form, it conceives of the 
“form” as the transparent pane of glass through which the stuff of 
poetry is reflected, directly and immediately. To state it in its crud-, 
est form, it conceives of form as a kind of box, neat or capacious,J 
chastely engraved or gaudily decorated, into which the valuable and 
essentially poetic "content” of the poem is packed. 

I am confident that it is this embarrassingly oversimple concep- 
tion of the relation of form to content that underlies Mr. Herbert 
Muller’s attack on my position, particularly as it is outlined in 
Modern Poetry and the Tradition. Mr. Muller, like Mr. Stauffer, is 
troubled by what he terms my “exclusiveness.” 

More serious and central, however, is Mr. Brooks’ exclusive- 
ness. In practice, he consistently disparages Augustan, Roman- 
tic, and Victorian poetry. ... But there is certainly reason 
for pause before taking up a critical position that logically 
requires one to regard as of an "inferior” order most of the 
literature the world has been content to think great; for the 
Bible is as full of didactic heresy as Dante or Milton, and there 
is as little wit in the old epic or saga as in the pure song or 
psalm. 

In effect, Mr, Brooks takes as narrow a view of the uses of 
the imagination as did the old moralists and schoolmen; and the 
clue here is his ultimate criterion of "ironic contemplation.” 
Apart from his tendency to use it rather carelessly, equating the 
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simple with the naive and the passionate with the sentimental, 
no forthright expression of a faith or ideal can bear such con- 
templation— and so what? 

It is true that in Modern Poetry and the Tradition I suggested the 
need for a radical revision of the history of English literature, and 
that I there criticized certain aspects of the eighteenth- and nine- 
teenth-century poetry. I hope that the treatment accorded to particu- 
lar eighteenth- and nineteenth-century poems in this book, will 
perhaps put that criticism in better perspective. I should certainly 
dislike to be thought to maintain that English poetry ceased with 
the death of Donne, to be resumed only in our o%vn time. 

But though I believe that we need to revise drastically our con- 
ventional estimate of the course of English poetry, I had not realized 
that I had succeeded in doing so with the thoroughness which Mr. 
Muller suggests. The new broom has swept embarrassingly clean if 
it has managed to put the Bible Dante, and Milton, in a heap, out 
of doors. If an attack on the didactic heresy entails this, then I agree 
with Mr. Muller that it does exact far too great a price. 

But are we really forced into so unpleasant a dilemma? Why is it 
that some “didactic” poems are great, and others not? Admitting 
that Dante had a didactic purpose, is it not relevant to our problem 
here that Dante was not content merely to set forth Catholic dogma 
—that he wished to dramatize it? Mr. Muller expostulates that “no 
forthright t session of a faith or an ideal can bear” an “ironical 
contemplation.” But the great poetic expressions of a faith can, and 
do. To me, it is significant that Dante, in dramatizing his faith, was 
willing to portray more than one pope in hell. Surely there is more 
than mere propagandizing for a dogma and an institution in a view 
which can envisage Christ’s vicar among the damned. Indeed, I 
.should say that Dante was quite willing to expose his preachment to 
something very like an "ironical contemplation.” 

Is it not also relevant to our problem that Milton presents Lucifer 
with full dramatic sympathy— with so much, indeed, that some read- 
ers have felt that he injured: the effectiveness of his Paradise Lost as 
Christian “propaganda” by inadvertently making out a case for 
Lucifer rather than for God? A weaker poet— and a more forthright 
propagandist— would have risked no such ambiguity. He would have 
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set up Lucifer as a straw man to be overthrown rather than as a 
powerful being who challenges the place of hero. 

Mr. Muller sums up his attack as follows; “[Brooks] considers only 
technique, mechanism, outward show. He overlooks the underlying 
attitudes, the world view, the quality of mind, the informing spirit 
—ail that makes Donne’s poetry much greater than Herbert’s, and 
very different from Mr. Ransom’s, and that enables a Shakespeare 
or a Goethe to be as simple, forthright, eloquent as he pleases.” If 
the "form” of which I have spoken is but outer envelope, an embel- 
lished husk, then Mr. Muller is perfectly right in rejecting it for 
something more inward (“informing spirit”), or deeper (“underlying 
attitudes”). Obviously, it is not for me to say that I did not overlook 
“the underlying attitudes, the world view, the quality of mind. , . 
Perhaps I did, but I can assure Mr, Muller that it was not by inten- 
tion. I attempted in the earlier book (as I have attempted here) to 
deal with attitudes, superficial and underlying, but to deal with 
them in terms of the organization of the given poem itself. (I be- 
lieve that ultimately, if we are to deal with poems as poems, we shall 
have to show how the attitudes reveal themselves in the poems.) I 
have talked less about “world views” and “informing spirits” be- 
cause I have been primarily interested in the specific view taken in 
the particular poem, and interested in how the attitude of the poem 
was made to inform the poem— and not primarily interested in his- 
torical or psychological generalizations about the poet’s mind. But if 
Mr. Muller has missed tirese things— arid if he has missed them, less 
acute I'eaders must have missed them— I believe that it is because 
Mr. Muller refuses to take a discussion of tone, attitude, and ironic 
qualification as other than a treatment of superficial mechanisms. 
He persists in seeing "form” as something external md. radically 
frivolous. 

For, to say that Shakespeare could be as “simple” and “forthright” 
as he pleased suggests that the poetry resides in certain truthful or 
exalted poetic statements which need only to be stated simply and 
forthrightly. But this assumption, as Mr. Muller himself knows, is 
desperate: for on this assumption one can never explain why such 
poetic material, when stated in clear expository prose is not poetry, 
or why only those who are great poets managed to locate and exploit 
"poetic material.” 
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Perhaps it is caution which has therefore caused Mr. Muller to 
add, to “simple” and “forthright,” the adjective “eloquent”; but, by 
adding it, Mr. Muller has succeeded in begging his whole case. For 
what is it to be eloquent? Mr. Muller has not tried to define it. The 
definition, however, has to be attempted if literary criticism is to 
exist. Yet, if we attempt to define it, can we be sure that Mr. Muller 
will not reproach us for dealing only with external matters— only 
with “technique, mechanism,” and “outward show”? 

The dualism of form and conte nt thus puts a stop to criticism by 
ra compelling us to locate the poetry in the truth of the statement 
made by the poem or contained in the poem (actually, a paraphrase 
' of the poem, not the poem itself); or, to locate the poetry in the 
“form" conceived as a kind of container, a sort of beautified en- 
velope. As a corollary, the role of imagery becomes divided between 
a logical function and a decorative: to use Dr. Johnson's terms, be- 
tween “illustration” and “decoration." 

Both Mr. Stauffer and Mr. Muller, it may be said, are engaged in 
defending Augustan and Romantic and Victorian poetry against 
what they regard as the overweening claims of a particular standard. 
Their protests take the form of a plea for tolerance in the applica- 
tion of a particular set of criteria or of an attack on the generality 
claimed for that particular set of criteria. They do not argue the 
impossibility of applying generally any one set Of criteria. 

Yet it is this last argument which provides the most logical and 
thoroughgoing defense of the integrity of the various “poetries” of 
the past. And it is this argument for which the conventional pattern 
of English studies of the past fifty years has prepared us. The posi- 
tion taken is this: that one simply may not apply to Romantic 
poetry any standards except those of Romantic poetry itself, or, to 
Augustan poetry, any save those sanctioned by the Augustans. Each 
period is thus carefully sealed off from possible intrusion from the 

I outside. The appeal from absolute standards of any kind to a com- 

I I plete relativism in criticism is bold but' self-consistent. It rationalizes 
I the procedure of our great graduate schools; and it challenges the 

critical position assumed in this book, forthrightly and directly, by 
denying the basic assumptions upon which that position is based. 

The claims of such a critical relativism have been argued most 
ably and plausibly by Mr. F. A. Pottle in his recent Idiom of Poetry, 
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There is so much in the book with which one must agree, the line of 
inquiry is so intelligent, that it seems a little ungracious to press 
disagreements. And yet, it is precisely because the book represents 
the most acute and logically consistent statement of what is usually 
a muddled and self-contradictory view, that a positive and detailed 
answer is demanded. 

"The basic fallacy in nearly all recorded criticism,” Mr, Pottle 
remarks, “is that it assumes a fixed or absolute sensibility or basis of 
feeling: a natural, correct basis of feeling that all right men have 
had since the beginning of time, or that the critic has arrived at by 
special grace. The view I am propounding is that an absolute basis 
of feeling has no more existence than an absolute frame of space. .■ 
All original criticism is subjective, being a report of the impact of f 
the work upon the critic's sensibility; all criticism is relative; and *’ 
the question as to a ‘right' sensibility does not arise.” 

The postulates which underlie this position are set forth with ad- 
mirable lucidity at the end of Chapter I: 

“i) Poetry always expresses the basis of feeling (or sensibility) of 
the age in which it was written. 

"a) Critics of the past were as well qualified to apply a subjective 
test to pofetry as we are. ... 

"5) Poetry is whatever has been called poetry by respectable 
judges at any time and in any place. (‘Respectable’ may be thought 
to beg the question. I mean to include in the term those critics who 
had the esteem of their own age, as well as those whom we admire.) 

"4) The poetry of an age never goes wrong. Culture may go 
wrong, civilization may go wrong, criticism may go wrong, but 
poetry, in the collective sense, cannot go wrong.” 

The fact of revolutions of taste, of course, has to be admitted. 
Augustan poetry does seem radically different from Romantic 
poetry; Romantic, from modern. Taste seems to change, and, ac- 
cording to Mr. Pottle, does change. But he rejects die assumption 
that taste necessarily improves under these revolutions. There is no 
"progress” in good taste. Further, he rejects the assumption that 
research and learning in themselves will recover for us all the poets 
of the past. He even rejects the assumption, dear to Wordsworth, 
that there exists a correct, “permanent” style which can be attained 
by the poet who transcends the limitations of his own age. 
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One is compelled to sympathize with the motives for making the 
rejections. Science does progress; it cumulates. But criticism is not 
a science in this sense— a judgment in which I heartily concur. We 
certainly have no right to have any confidence in our judgments 
over earlier judgments merely because ours come later in time. 

The "possibility of absolute judgments in those who have 
equipped themselves with the necessary education” is less easily 
disposed of. The equipment provided by a knowledge of literary 
history is obviously of great importance. One must agree when 
Mr. Pottle remarks that “It would seem to me obvious that one 
cannot fully understand Shakespeare or Milton or Pope without 
II becoming a good deal of an antiquary.” Yet he goes on to take the 
‘^position that "when I am honest with myself, I have to admit that 
erudition, though it gives understanding (a very precious thing), 
never by itself confers the rapture of intuitive poetic experience.” 
Mr. Pottle is himself a distinguished literary historian, and the dis- 
avowal which he makes is therefore all the more generous. But one 


could wish that it had been made in other terms. 

For should not one make a distinction between the kind of un- 
derstanding with which literary history usually concerns itself and 
the special understanding of poetic structure with which it has 
rarely concerned itself but which is vital to real appreciation? And 
furthermore, is “rapture” precisely the term with which to describe 
real appreciation? Indeed, does not the antithesis between “erudi- 
tion” and "rapture” tend to beg the whole question by suggesting 
that the critical problem is an essentially irrational one— by placing 
the rapture outside the pale of 

•I should not press so hard the antithesis suggested by the terms if I did 
not feel that the conception of poetry which it implies was dearly suggested in 
other parts of The Idiom of Poetry. For example, Mr. Pottle seems to make the 
“poetry” of a poem reside in the “memorable images,” images which, for an 
appropriately attuned mind, giw “a state of heightened consdousness.” The 
passage on page 70 is dedsive; "In the ordinary or popular sense of the term, 
poetry is language in which expression of the qualities of experience is felt to 
predominate greatly over statement amceming its uses. But we must not forget 
what we have said about sensibility and drifts of sensibility. The qualities of 
experience are neither perceived nor expressed in the same way by different 
organizations of sensibility." 

Mr. Pottle, it is trae, speaks of "structure,'* But the only“structural” purpose 
which he recognizes is that performed by “the elcmrat of prose” which furnishes 


understanding^ 
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Mr. Pottle’s disposition of the third possibility, namely, that there 
is a correct, “permanent” style which transcends the limitations of 
any one age, deserves full quotation. “One may well question,” he 
writes, 

if the taste of all past ages proves upon examination to be so bad, 
how can one be sure that his own is not worse? . . . How does one 
derive his notion of this permanently correct way of writing? But 
I should reject this explanation on another ground: its lack of 
simplicity. It is like the machinery of the epicycles. For what re« 
course could be more desperate than that of accusing all the 
great authors of the past of bad taste? Is it not simpler and a 
great deal more satisfactory to abandon as meaningless the 
search for at ^absolutely go od style, and to agree that good taste 
I in literature isrSe~goo3Tistrin language, the expression of 
|\ sensibility in accordance with the accepted usage of the time? 
I To agree that our original critical judgments are, in the final 
analysis, subjective; and that the sensibility or basis of feeling 
to which we refer for a measurement is a variable whose char- 
acteristics can be recorded historically after they are past, but 
whose future changes are unpredictable? 

But is the case really so desperate as this last paragraph implies? 
To assume absolute standards does not imply that one has to damn 
right and left without qualification. I hope that the earlier chapters 
of this book will indicate that even to adopt such relatively un- 
popular criteria as functional imagery, irony, and complexity of 
attitude will still allow one to find many poems in the past which 
are worthy of praise. 

I am principally concerned here, however, with the argument 
that the doctrine of critical relativism provides a simpler theory. Is 
it really simpler? Will it not actually involve us in more complexi- 
ties than would any doctrine of absolute criteria? 

’*a background on which the ima^ are projected, or a frame in which they are 
shown, or a thread on which they are strung.” That is, if I interpret TOrrectly, 
"the clement of prcMC” serves to arrange for display the little nodules of "poetry" 
which apparently have no more intimate relation with their fnunework or with 
each other. This, it seems to me. represents another variant of the old form- 
content dualism with the "form” susceptible, in this case, to rational analysis and 
the "content” susceptible only to irrational appreciation. 
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Suppose that we adopt the theory of critical relativism. We will 
^ then judge Wordsworth, not by the standards of the Age of Pope 
nor by those of the Age of Donne. Each period will be considered 
sui generis; we will have criticisms, not Criticism. But if this pro- 
cedure is proper, why should we not go on to recognize what is also 
clearly true; that there are subperiods within the major periods— 
that each generation can claim its own standards of criticism? And 
what of the not too rare rebel against his period, a Gerard Manley 
Hopkins among the Victorians, or a John Milton among the poets 
of the Restoration? Do they not have the right to demand judgment 
in terms of a special modification of sensibility? In short, does not 
the logic of the principle push us on to acceptance of the proposi- 
tion that each poet is to be judged in terms of his own individual 
sensibility? 

I think that the reductio ad absurdum is fair: for the reduction 
seems to me inherent in the principle itself. And if one considers 
the difficulty to be merely theoretical, let me point out that the 
merit claimed for critical relativism is that of simplicity. Undoubt- 
edly, we can rough out the limits of our major periods, and agree, 
doubtless, on practical limits for their subdivisions; but we shall 
have to provide epicycle within epicycle in order to avoid the con- 
sequences of our initial assumptions. If, indeed, we are to save 
poetry— that is, as an art which can be dealt with meaningfully— 
we shall have to make our system tremendously and artificially 
complex. 

Even so, I doubt that in terms of such a system poetry can survive 
• as an art. For critical relativism wins its simplicity and objectivity 
only at the sacrifice of the whole concept of literature as we have 
known it. For what is the sensibility of our age? Is there any one 
sensibility? Do we respond to T. S. Eliot, Dashiell Hammett, Mary 
Roberts Rinehart, or Tiffany Thayer? The objective answer must 
be that some of tis respond to one and some to another.* One may 
grant that the absolutist critic assumes an admittedly heavy burden, 
the obvious diversity of taste in this age and in other ages; yet, does 
the critical relativist in any wise escape such a burden? We know 

* If we give any other than a statistical answer, I think that we shall have 
already int^uced the criteria which allow us to transcend— or rather commit 
us to transcending— a mere relativism. 
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that there are cultural lags, that one region of the world differs 
from another, and that one class of society differs from another, for 
that matter. Historical periods (in the sense in which they color and 
mold sensibility) run horizontally as well as vertically. And we shall 
have just as much right to claim exemptions and special treatment 
on the horizontal basis as on the vertical. 

A specific example may help to make this point clear. Mr. Pottle 
points out that whereas Percival Stockdale in the eighteenth cen- 
tury testifies to the fact that he was moved to raptures by the poetry 
of Pope, A. E. Housman, in the twentieth, states that he was not so 
moved. As a way of accounting for such phenomena, Mr. Pottle 
offers the following metaphor; “A radio looks the same when its 
dial is set for one wave length as for another. Are we, in fact, very 
much like receiving sets, born into the world with our dials locked 
to one wave length, or at least with a narrow range which we can 
extend very little? I am sure that we are, and that consequently all 
our literary judgments are purely relative to our ‘set.’ ” 

But the metaphor is double edged. If it will account for the di- 
versity of opinion between “respectable judges” of different periods, 
it will also account for divergencies between the most respectable 
and the least respectable in the same period. Mr. Pottle has been 
very fair on this point, for in choosing Percival Stockdale as an 
instance, he has refused to confine himself to respectable judges. 
Stockdale, as he says, was "a ridiculous man and wrote a rather 
ridiculous book.” But cannot we extend the application further— 
or rather, if we are interested in testing the principles involved, are 
we not compelled to extend it further? Can we even stop short of 
the young lady who confesses to raptures over her confessions maga- 
zine? I agree that we have no right to call Stockdale a liar when he 
testifies to his pleasure, but we can hardly call the young lady a liar 
either. The fact of the response in neither case is in question. But 
on the premises of critical relativism, have we not deprived our- 
selves of the right to say that her taste is “desperately bad”? How 
can we prove that her “set” is not merely tuned to a certain wave 
length? And on what objective basis can one evaluate wave lengths? 
Is it not the very principle of critical relativism that comparison of 
wave lengths is invidious? 

The differences between “respectable judges” of different periods 

'h. 
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may well give us pause, and should induce humility and caution in 
the modern critic. In the case of different judgments of the emo- 
tional effect of particular words and images, the difference may 
point to shifts in language which we must take into account. But I 
do not think that the fact of difference forces us into relativism, and 
1 am convinced that, once we are committed to critical relativism, 
there can be no stopping short of a complete relativism in which 
critical judgments will disappear altogether. 

My concern is not so much with Mr. Pottle as with some of the 
consequences of his critical position in an age which has turned so 
heavily as ours has toward naturalism and relativism. Mr. Pottle is 
no relativist in ethics. He subscribes “without reservatiqp to a 
Christian orthodoxy and its attendant moral code.” ^/Though 
“poetry, in the collective sense, cannot go wrong,” it is possible for 
him to say that “civilization may jgo wrong.” But a hard-bitten and 
more consistent relativism will question whether we can say, ob- 
jectively and scientifically, that a civilization may go wrong. Cer- 
tainly we have many cultural historians today who apply their rela- 
tivism in a thoroughgoing fashion, and who would consider Mr. 
Pottle’s ethical absolutism an anomaly, an unscientific survival in an 
otherwise consistent system. With Mr. Pottle's religious position, I 
own, I am highly sympathetic; but I believe that I can predict that 
most proponents of relativism will dismiss it as an inconsistent out- 
cropping of absolutism, and will proceed to parcel out literature 
among the cultural historians and the sodolt^ists, respectively.* It 
is a process already well advanced. 

To the thoughtful reader, it will be apparent at this point, if it 
has not already been apparent, that Mr. Pottle is not the villain of 
this piece; and that something more important than a mere carping 
at his book is the issue. The issue is nothing less than the defense of 
the Humanities in the hard days that lie ahead. 

The Humanities are in their present plight largely because their 
teachers have more and more ceased to raise normative questions, 
have refrained from evaluation. In their anxiety to avoid meaning- 
less "emoting,” in their desire to be objective and “scientific,” the 
proponents of the Humanities have tended to give up any claim to 

•See, for exajnpie, “What to do with the Humanities,’’ by George A. Lund- 
berg, June, 11943, 
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making a peculiar and special contribution. Yet, if they are to be 
merely cultural historians, they must not be surprised if they are 
quietly relegated to a comparatively obscure corner of the history 
division. If one man’s taste is really as good as another’s, and they 
can pretend to ofer nothing more than a neutral and objective 
commentary on tastes, they must expect to be treated as sociologists, 
though perhaps not as a very important kind of sociologist. I do not 
mean, of course, to take the foolish position that the bad position 
in which the Humanities find themselves is purely the fault of the 
teachers of the Humanities. The Humanities have suffered under a 
variety of attacks which stem perhaps from the very nature of our 
age and of our civilization. But they have not been better defended, 
it seems to me— at least, more effectively defended— because the 
teachers of the Humanities have tended to comply with the spirit of 
the age rather than to resist it. If the Humanities are to endure, 
they must be themselves— and that means, among other things, 
frankly accepting the burden of making normative judgments. 

But to say merely this much— though I believe that it is of first 
importance to say at least this much— would involve a misuse of Mr. 
Pottle’s book. The Idiom of Foetry contains some highly relevant 
warnings as to the difficulties which confront the critic. The diffi- 
culties are real, and it would be foolish to attempt any cavalier 
dismissal. 

Mr. Pottle is quite right in pointing out that ideas change, cus- 
toms change— language changes. In order to understand Shakes-' 
peare, we simply have to understand what Shakespeare’s words 
mean. And the implications of this latter point are immense; for 
they go far beyond the mere matter of restoring a few obsolete 
meanings. Tied in with language may be a way of .apprehending 
reality, a philosophy, a whole world-view. And the last person who 
can afford to deny the importance of the shadings of language is 
the person like myself who attaches great importance to the con- 
notations, the feeling tone, the nuances of the poet's words. The 
problem has to be faced, and it is not an easy one. 

Yet, though faced with the changing nature of language itself, I 
do not think that we are forced into a critical relativism. (If we 
identify the “poetry” with certain doctrines or with certain emo- 
tional effects which automatically proceed from a certain historical 
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conditioning, we are forced into relativism, of course.) I believe, 
however, that the problem set by the changes of language from 
period to period is not different, in principle at least, from the 
problem presented by a poem written, say, in French or German. 

One must learn the language, or one must put himself at the 
mercy of the translator— with the knowledge that the finer aspects 
,of poetry elude translation. But men have been faced with the di- 
versity of languages for centuries without feeling that universal 
standards were meaningless. And their instincts undoubtedly have 
been right. It is no accident that the Odyssey and the Divine 
Comedy have held a high place for a long time— even though we 
are perhaps in better position to see how much the later reader 
loses because his grasp of Greek or Italian is not that of a native 
speaker, and even though the distortions of translations may pro- 
voke a smile as we see just what the poem could mean at one period 
or another. 

The problem raised by the older English literature does not differ 
in principle, I repeat, from the problem raised by literature written 
in other languages. In degree, of course, it is less serious— though 
the very fact that the older writer is using “English” may make the 
modern reader less cautious tiian he should be. 

The truth of the matter is that an increased interest in criticism 
ywill not render literary history superfluous. It will rather beget 
^ more literary history— a new literary history, for any revised concept 
of poetry implies a revised history of poetry. I think that it is pos- 
sible to foresee what some of the revisions will be, and in Modern 
Poetry and the Tradition I was rash enough to make some predic- 
tions about them. If the discussions of eighteenth- and nineteenth- 
century poems in the present book correct some misapprehensions, 
that is all to the good. What is relevant to say here is that the same 
discussions confirm my view that a new history is desirable and 
necessary— that new “facts” emerge that have to be taken into ac- 
count, that whole series of problems which have been scanted in 
the past show themselves to be important, that certain poets deserve 
a higher place than they have been accorded in the past, and some 
. ' a lower.". ■ 

Such a history will, of course, not be final; but it ought to be 
more nearly so than the histories that it supersedes. (That it will 
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have to face the charge that it is merely our own interpretation of 
past events should be beneficial in so far as this begets a proper 
humility in the historians. If the charge can, in truth, be leveled 
against any possible history stemming from our times, then rela“ 
tivism will have forced us to give up, not only literature, but history 
as well. We shall have to content ourselves with literary chronicles, 
masses of uninterpreted facts, mere bibliographies.) 

Moreover, the new history of literature should be more truly a 
history of literature: that is, it should be better able to deal with 
literary structures and modes more closely than have the literary 
histories of the past. How rich and valuable such history can be is 
well illustrated by Mr. Arthur Mizener’s “Some Notes on the Na- 
ture of English Poetry,” to which I have made reference in an 
earlier chapter. Yet, in citing his essay as an instance of the sort of 
literary history which becomes possible to us as a result of a more 
critical approach to literature, I do Mr. Mizener an injustice’ per- 
haps by appearing to endow his essay with a pretentiousness to 
which the essay itself makes no claim. The essay actually is a study 
in the variation of one metaphor, the sun metaphor, through some 
two centuries of English poetry. About the theory of metaphor im- 
plied, I myself have some reservations; but the study is brilliant. 
And it does demonstrate the new "facts” which a more careful 
reading of even familiar poems presents to the literary historian, 
and the importance of those facts in accounting for the practice of 
the poets themselves. 

I have stated that the attack on the general critical position main- 
tained in this book has come primarily from "Romantic” sources- 
from critics whose opposition is based on an anxiety to prooect the 
diversity of the various periods from an appeal to some universal 
criterion, or from critics whose opposition founds itself on a desire 
to protect "simple," "spontaneous,” “directly eloquent” poetry from 
what they feel is an overweening tendency to intellectualize it. 

But an attack can be made from another quarter, and though the 
answers I would make to it have been suggested earlier, particularly 
with regard to the critical position of Mr. Yvor Winters, the matter 
calls for a little more detailed reply. The general position to be 
considered is what may be called a kind of "neoclassic” position. It 
makes much of formal considerations in something of the old neo- 
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ciassic sense of “formal.” It stresses meter and decorum; and, in the 
person of Mr. Winters at least, it frankly stresses the moral. 

Mr. Winters, it is true, has insisted that in calling the act of the 
poet “an act of moral judgment,” he means something more than 
“an act of classification”— means indeed “a full and definitive ac- 


count of a human experience.” Now any human act is, of course, a 
moral act; and any act of Judgment, including that of aesthetic judg- 
ment, has a moral aspect. But surely Winters expands morality too 
much by making it include all value judgments. He obscures dis- 
tinctions that are important and ought to be maintained. The 
classic diflolculty involved in lumping aesthetic judgments in with 
moral judgments is, of course, that one thus ties aesthetic values to 
a moral system: poetry tends to become the handmaid of religion or 
philosophy, whether Christian, Marxist, or some other. 

This difficulty Winters tries to avoid by allowing a good deal of 
play in the approximation of the moral judgment made by the 
poem to the moral system held by the reader. As he puts it, “if the 
final act of adjustment is a unique act of judgment, can we say that 
it is more or less right, provided it is demonstrably within the gen- 
eral limits prescribed by the theory of morality which has led to it? 
. . . We can say that it is more or less nearly right." This is a com- 
mon-sense solution that may seem satisfactory enough. The diffi- 
culty with it is that it is so loose and “common-sense" that in the 
hands of a crochety and dogmatic critic, any poem is liable to 
damnation on the score of the moral judgments which it makes, or 
which it is held it ought to make and does not. The Waste Land is 
a good case in point: for Mr. Winters, the poem does not judge 
modern civilization; it yields to it, and thus merely exhibits the 
confusion of modem civilization. Mr. Winters would actually ren- 
der his criticism more responsible if he would either bring forward 
his system of morals overtly and explicitly or else would distinguish 
between moral judgments and aesthetic judgments. 

But the far more important limitation of Mr. Winters’ theoryj 
his bias in favor of “rational meaning” and his assertion of the 


jHrimacy of the concept, have already been touched on in Chapter 
XI. By ascribing priority to the concept and making it the "motive 
to emotion,” Winters does not merely violate the natural history of 
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For example, Mr. Winters writes in Ms Anatomy of Nonsense: 

It is the concept of fire which generates the feelings commu- 
nicated by the word, though the sound of the word may modify 
these feelings very subtly, as may other accidental qualities, 
especially if the word be used skillfully in a given context. The 
accidental qualities of a word, however, such as its literary his- 
tory, for example, can only modify, cannot essentially change, 
for these will be governed ultimately by the concept; that is, 
fire will seldom be used to signify plum-blossom^ and so will 
have few opportunities to gather connotations from the con- 
cept, plum-blossom. The relationship, in the poem, between 
rational statement and feeling, is thus seen to be that of motive 
to emotion. 

The passage is quite important, for Winters is saying much more 
than merely this: that however rich the manifold of meanings and 
submeanings contained in a word, still there is a practical limit 
somewhere to the range of meanings; fire will seldom be used to 
signify plum-blossom. If Winters were merely saying this, one would 
be disposed to agree with him at once. But Winters is actually doing 
something more. He is (i) managing to introduce a dualism of de- 
notation and connotation and (2) he is assigning priority to the 
denotation: the "accidental qualities of a word” will be "governed 
ultimately by the concept.” The dualism introduced is essentially 
that between intellect and emotion; the priority assigned, that as- 
signed to "rational statement.” 

Winters himself has seen that the relationship is not so simple as 
he would imply. As he says “tlie sound of the word may modify 
these feelings very subtly, as may other accidental qualities, espe- 
cially if the word be used skillfully in a given context [emphasis 
aaoinej.” Preciselyl In the poems with wMch we have been concerned 
the words are used skillfully and the given context is of immense 
importance. Under* such conditions, not only the "the feelings com* 
municated by the word” are modified, but as we have seen, the 
meaning of the complex of words (from which the "rational” mean- 
ing is abstracted) may be modified too. 

The whole point is of importance and much more than a mere 
quibble is involved, for we have in the paragraph which we have 
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been discussing the foundation for Winters’ subsequent statement 
that “Any rational statement will govern the general possibilities of 
feeling derivable from it,” and the foundation for his description of 
the critical process which he says consists 

(i) of the statement of such historical or biographical knowh 
edge as may be necessary in order to understand the mind and 
method of the writer; (a) of such analysis of his literary theories 
as we may need to understand and evaluate what he is doing; 
(3) of a rational critique of the paraphrasable content (roughly, 
the motive) of the poem; (4) of a rational critique of the feeling 
motivated— that is, of the details of style, as seen in language 
and technique; and (5) of the final act of judgment, a unique 
act, the general nature of which can be indicated, but which 
cannot be communicated precisely, since it consists in receiving 
from the poet his own final and unique judgment of his matter 
and in judging that judgment. 

The crucial matter concerns, of course, the “paraphrasable con- 
tent-’’ What is the relation of this content to the rest of the poem? 
Most of all, who makes this paraphrase and in what terms; that is, 
what does he take into account in making the paraphrase? How 
accurate, how exact, can the paraphrase be and with what approxi- 
mation to accuracy will the critic be satisfied? One can paraphrase 
the statement made by Macbeth as “Murder will out.” The state- 
ment is true in so far as it goes; but it leaves out neaiiy everything 
of importance that the play “says.” There will be few who will rest 
in so simplified a paraphrase; but there will be many who will be 
content with a paraphrase which is only less abstract and sketchy. 

Will not the serious critic actually have to go through stages (4) 
and (5) before he is sure that his paraphrase is sufficiently accurate, 
and, in that case, what is the value of step (3) except as a tentative 
and provisional one? 

One must sympathize with Mr. Winters’ attack on mere impres- 
sionism in criticism, which, as Mr. Winters points out, ultimately 
leads to relativism and the abandomnent of universal standards. 
One applauds too his attack on the fuzzier kinds of romanticism. 
But the alternative which Mr. Winters offers has all the limitations 
of neoclassical critical theory, “A great critic,” he writes, “is the 
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rarest of all literary geniuses: perhaps the only critic in English who 
deserves the epithet is Samuel Johnson.” The statement is pat and 
to the point. It defines at least the bias of Mr. Winters himself— 
toward an essential dualism between intellect and emotion, toward 
a preoccupation with “rational meaning,” and toward an overt 
moral. Mr. Winters’ criticism, like that of Johnson, has its admir- 
able qualities; but like Johnson’s, though it can be extremely useful 
as a tool for exploration, it is hardly a criticism to rest in. 

To detect a tendency toward such a neoclassicism in the criticism 
of John Crowe Ransom may seem merely perverse. If his criticism 
is to be regarded as “neoclassicist” at all, it is certainly a very spe- 
cial variant. Yet there is some justification for comparing it with 
Winters'. Whereas Winters insists on a rather rigorous and rational 
structure in a poem, the variant of which I speak insists on a rather 
tight and systematic structure of the images in a poem. It tends to 
find its clearest examples of such admirable rigor in metaphysical 
poetry, and the finest metaphysical poems, among the masterpieces 
of Donne. I certainly have little predisposition to quarrel with this 
account; the imagery of a good poem must be “functional”— it can- 
not afford to be merely decorative. And, again, I yidd to few in my 
admiration for the triumphs of Donne. (Indeed, any reservations at 
all on this point may seem to come with poor grace from a critic 
who is frequently charged with attempting to push out of the boat 
any poem which does not possess the special character of Donne’s 
poetry.) 

But some reservations are in order, I believe— if not with regard 
to the praise accorded Donne, at least with regard to the terms on 
which the praise is accorded. Mr. Ransom, in his essay “Shakespeare 
at Sonnets,” finds Donne a better lyric poet than Shakespeare be- 
cause Donne's images “work out” and Shakespeare’s frequently do 
not. I heartily agree with him that the poet’s metaphors must “work 
out.” So much the worse for Shakespeare when and if his do not. 
But I am inclined to feel that Ransom demands that all images 
work out as Donne’s more “logical” images work out; and that, in 
my opinion, is to elevate one admirable poetic strategy into the 
whole art. There are ways and ways to gain the “objectivity” and 
tlie "realism” which, for Ransom, are the glory of Donne, and which 
Shakespeare, in his opinion, so often fails to obtain. Ransom’s gen- 
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eral reprehension. o£ Shakespeare involves his shifting from figure 
to figure, his mixtures of metaphor, his failure to present "a figure 
systematically.” 

What is of more importance, however, is Ransom’s tendency to 
praise— unless I misread him- ^onne’s logical rigo^ not for its func- 
tion in the development of the tone, but as an end in itself. The 
point is crucial, for it has everything to do with the essential func- 
tion of metaphor. Does a poem find its unity in a rational or logical 
unity? Or does it find its unity in a unity of tone? Or, to transpose 
the question: Does the poem find its “truth” in a scientific or philo- 
sophical truth? Or does it find its truth in a dramatic truth? Does 
the poem achieve coherence in a system of propositions logically 
related to each other? Or does it find its coherence in a complex of 
attitudes dramatically related to each other? 

Donne’s display of "logic” is frequently so brilliant that we may 
be tempted to say that it functions in the poems “logically.” But an 
inspection of any one of his poems indicates what the “logic” is 
actually being used for. The logic of “The Canonization,” for ex- 
ample, will hardly satisfy the friend to whom it is addressed and 
who has (in the implied dramatic situation) been trying to persuade 
the lover to give up his love. The poem in which the logic is con- 
tained may well convince the friend that the lover is committed and 
determined, that he is not callow, that he is making his choice with 
open eyes. It will hardly convince him logically that the lover is a 
saint or that he is a phoenix or that he is winning a better world by 
giving up this world. 

The real structure of “The Canonization” transcends the logical 
framework of its images. Moreover, it involves mixed metaphor and 
rapidly shifted figures. It achieves a unity, to be sure; but the unity 
which it achieves is an imaginative unity. It is not a logical unity 
unless we beg the whole question by adding “logic of its own 
nature.” That, to be sure, it has; but so have most of the poems of 
Shakespeare. 

Mr. Ransom concludes his discussion of Shakespeare with an ex- 
amination of the famous “Tomorrow and tomorrow” speech from 
Macbeth. It is curious to compare his specific criticisms with those 
implied by Davenant’s rewriting of the passage. Both boj^le at syl- 
lable as a fit object for the tomorrows to creep to, and at "dusty” 
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as a fit adjective to apply to “death." “The connections between 
part and part in this speech,” Mr. Ransom writes, “are psychologi- 
cal, an d looser rj ian logical, though psychological will always include 
logical, and indeed act as their matrix. And the point is that mere 
psychological connections are very good for dramatic but not far 
metaphysical effects. Dramatically, this speech may be both natural 
and powerful; so I am told. Metaphysically, it is nothing.” 

In this connection, one ought to add Ransom’s comments on the 
following lines from Antony and Cleopatra’. 

Now I rrntst 

To the young man send humble treaties, dodge 
And palter in the shifts of lowness. ... 

“Antony,” writes Mr. Ransom, “is a figurative man, and full of 
feelings. The sending of humble treaties is not enough to express 
>. them, therefore he elects to dodge, and also to palter, and he will be 
I in shifts of— of what? Lowness will do. And this vigorous jumping 
from one thing to another registers Antony very well, and may 
claim its theoretical justification under dramatic method. But in the 
coherent poetry of Donne and the metaphysicals there is nothing 
like it; no more than there is anything there like the peculiar jump- 
I in ^ and straii ^g_ pf a mode m-such as, let us say, Mr. Joseph Am- 
’ lander,” 

Now what concerns me especially is the distinction drawn here 
between “dramatic” and “metaphysical” effects and the nature of 
the coherence to be found in the metaphysical poets. As Mr. Ran- 
som has pointed out, the “psychological will always include logical 
[connections], and indeed act as their matrix,” I question whether the 
parts of any poem ever attain any tighter connections than the 
“psychological” or that the coherence, even of the metaphysical 
poets, is not ultimately a coherence of attitude. To ask more than 
this, I believe, is to ask that poetry be something that it does not 
\ pretend to be: philosophy. The Macbeth speech as metaphysics- 
using the term with a philosophical reference— may be nothing; but 
so is any Donne lyric, nothing. (l am not leaving out of account the 
possibility that one might have a piece of good metaphysics which 
happened to be at the same time good poetry, and I am willing to 


i I 



222 Wa!! WreMglii Um 

agree with W. M. Urban * that there is a sense in which all poetry 
is “covert metaphysics”; but, as he points out, science and religion 
as well as poetry are also “covert metaphysics.” In any case, I am 
convinced that we do not find in Donne a poetry which eschews the 
“vigorous jumping from one thing to another” which Mr. Ransom 
finds so characteristic of Shakespeare’s dramatic poetry.) 

Consider “The Canonization” once more. The “jumping from 
one thing to another” occurs, not merely as the speaker satirizes the 
things to which his friends may compare him— to a fly, to a taper, 
to an eagle. It cliaracterizes all the rest of the poem. To take one 
instance, the lovers build a kind of pretty rooms in sonnets, but the 
rooms are really tombs, and the rooms can be built (and, as tombs, 
become sacred) because the lovers have made of each other a hermi- 
tage. 

Or, suppose we consider the “Valediction: forbidding mourning” 
with its celebrated compass comparison. How are the figures related 
here? Mr. Ransom comments on the succession of figures in the 
“Tomorrow” speech, thus: “But speaking now of lights, out with 
this one, a mere candle! Lights also imply shadows, and suggest that 
life is a walking shadow. Then the lights lead to the torches of the 
theatre, and the walking shadow becomes a strutting player, who 
after an hom will be heard no more. Finally, since one thing leads 
to another, we may as well make life into the thing the player says, 
the story, whose sound and fury have no meaning.” 

But are the connections between figures in the “Valediction” any 
more logical? The speaker says to his loved one: Since our parting 
is a death, let us die quietly as the virtuous man can afford to do. 
But dying as a dissolution is a kind of melting; and melting suggests 
tears; tears, floods and storms. Then the speaker thinks of another 
reason for them to make no outcry: they are priests of love and to 
let the common people know will be a kind of profanation: the 
value of their love constrains silence. This suggests a parallel be- 
tween the noisy movement of the little earth when it quakes and 
the silence of the movement of the much ^eater spheres. The refer- 
ence to the spheres brings to mind “sublunary” and we have a 
contrast between sublunary lovers and "heavenly” lovers, the ele- 

See p. agg' 'below. 
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merits of whose love is so different. But a consideration of the 
elements of which a thing is composed suggests “refinement/’ and 
then the contrast is made between a love that is lil^e refined gold 
and that which is like a base metal. In addition to the superior 
value which men attach to gold, gold is the most ductile of metals. \ 
Gold can be stretched a long way as the love of the two lovers is 
going to be stretched and it can be beaten to airy thinness. (The 
poet, however, does not utilize this aspect of the matter in develop- 
ing the analogy.) The idea of something which can stretch over a 
long distance, and yet not break, and therefore remain the same 
thing, causes the speaker to think of a pair of compasses— another 
one thing which seems two things though it is really one: one part 
travels while the other remains in the same spot. 

I should not deny that Donne’s figures—the last figures in partic- 
ular-have a fuller development than Shakespeare’s, and that the 
expanded figures, because of that expansion, possess an interna! 
consistency. Furthermore, I should not deny that they have a sort of 
logic; but the links between the figures are associational ultimwely, 
just as much as are the links which connect the Shakesperean figures. 
Most important of all, the coherency of Donne’s poem, on the level 
of strict logic, is ragged and spotty as any analogical argument must 
be, and all poetry is committed, for better or worse, to that kind of 
armiment. CEh©~-esse pce of p oet ry is metaphor, > nd metaphor is 
finally analogical ratherman logical. The pierce or absence of 
strict logic, therefore, has no direct relation to the kind of coher- 
ency to which good poetry aspires, and without which it cannot be 
“good.” 

Mr. ^thur Mizen^ defends Shakespeare’s kind of poetry, and 
makes soKre-very-KelpM distinctions between it and the kind of 
poetry which Donne writes. Shakespeare’s poetry, according to 
Mizener, is characterized by a 

soft focus; a metaphysical poem is in perfect focus, perhaps 
more than perfect focus (like those paintings in which every 
detail is drawn with microscopic perfection). In a good meta- 
physical poem each figurative detail may be examined in isola- 
tion and the poem as a whole presents itself to us as a neatly 
integrated hierarchy of such details. Mr. Ransom suggests that 


224 


The WeH Wrought Ura 
the metaphysical poet shows a special kind of courage in com- 
mitting his feelings in this way “to their determination within 
the elected figure”; probably no one will question this claim, or 
the implication that the special intensity of good metaphysical 
poetry derives from this self-imposed restriction. But the meta- 
physical poet shows also a special kind of perversity. He 
\ achieves a logical fo rm at the expense of richness and verisi- 
militude; for the more ingeniously he elaborates his elected 
figure, the more apparent will it be that it is either distorting 
or excluding the nonlogical aspects of his awareness of the 

! subject. 

In so far as Mr. Mizener is about the valuable and necessary busi- 
ness of making distinctions between kinds of poetry by emphasizing 
(and, in a few places, overemphasizing) the special strategies avail- 
able to different poets, one must applaud. The characteristic strat- 
egy of Donne is not that of Shakespeare just as it is not that of 
Marvell or Herrick. Yet, the usefulness of such distinctions involves 
really a matter of levels. If we push some of the distinctions too far, 
or if we fail to supply certain qualifications, we end up, not with 
kinds of poetry, but with separate poetries, and thus with critical 
relativism. 

Mr. Mizener is not a critical relativist, and it is no part of my 
intention to suggest that he is. But in a study such as this which 
attempts to find common stru ctural principle in the diverse poems 
treated, it is necess^ to take' intd*arc the ultimate vali^ty of 
the distinctions which he has set up; and all the more necessary in 
view of some of his later remarks on the difference between the 
poetry of Donne and Yeats. 

Between Donne and Yeats there are important differences, to be 
sure. I myself have perhaps muddied the waters in an earlier book 
by writing so as to imply to the unwary reader that there are none 
■^that Yeats in his later poetry has adopted and practiced the “syl- 
logistic” strategies of Donne. If so, Mizener’s remarks on Yeats con- 
ttitute, among other things, a proper corrective. But, read apart 
from this context and divorced from this purpose, there is danger 
that Mizener's treatment of Yeats may seem guilty of the same limi- 
tations with which he charges Ransom in Ransom's account of 
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Shakespeare: that is, Mizener, failing to find in Yeats the ‘‘system- 
atization” of inaages such as he finds in Donne, convicts him of 
writing a “soft” poetry, a “romantic” poetry, which takes refuge 
from the problems set by a rigorous structural pattern in the use of 
a kind of “overlap dissolve.” Yeats’s poetry, indeed, in Mizener’i 
opinion, great in many respects as it is, remains to the end a “ro- 
mantic” poetry— “full of enthusiastic and crotchety extremes which 
are forever on the verge of destroying its coherence of statement or 
its unity of style. It knows neither decorum of idea . . . nor de- 
corum of vocabulary.” This is in many respects an admirable ac- 
count of the style of Yeats’s later poetry; and yet it is amusing to 
reflect that, to the man of the eighteenth or nineteenth century, this 
account would have seemed like an apt description of Donne’s style 
which, for such readers, certainly seemed full of “enthusiastic and 
crotchety extremes” and which also appeared to regard “neither 
decorum of idea . . . nor decorum of vocabulary,” 

The point is not, of course, that Yeats and Donne are “just 
alike”: the differences exist. But it is of very great importance to 
see on what levels they exist. Most of all, it is important that in dis- 
criminating between them, we do not make the mistake of equating 
the ’’coherence of statement" and “unity of style” which a good 
poem must attain with “decorum of idea,” and "decorum of vocabu- 
lary,” whether we take our conception of the decorous from Donne 
or Pope or Keats. 

“Decorum of idea” and “decorum of vocabulary”— but what de- 
termines the decorum? Decorum ultimately there must be; but I 
am not sure that we can afford to accept any «tecorum finally (in 
terms of which we shall judge the goodness of a poem) except that 
ultimate decorum of the realized poem itself. Moreover, I think that 
this must always be applied on the level of tone; that is, we must 
ask whether or not the devices in question— be they sequence of 
ideas, development of metaphors, selection of words— function to 
develop a coherent and powerful structure of attitudes. If they do 
this, then they accord with, and are justified by, the only “decorum” 
that finally matters. 


APPENDIX TWO 


The Problem of Belief end the Problem of Cofotfioo 


The position developed in earlier pages obviously seeks to take the 
poem out of competition with scientific, historical, and philosoph- 
ical propositions. The poem, it has been argued, does not properly 
eventuate in a proposition: we can only abstract statements from 
the poem, and in the process of abstraction we necessarily distort 
the poem itself. 

, ^ But there are several possible misapprehensions which one ought 
I to guard against. In the first place, the theory proposed does not 
I divorce the poem from the realm of meanings and evaluations. A 
y person for whom the word “idiot" carried the connotations of, say, 
“wood-nymph” would have great difficulty with Macbeth's speech in 
which he says “Life is a tale/Told by an idiot” just as a person who 
regarded murder as generally delightful would have difficulty with 
the play as a whole.'vWe have to ask the reader to become ac- 
quainted with the poet's language (using the term in its broadest 
sense). But it is important to note what the reader is not asked to 
do. He,is||not asked to give up his own meanings or beliefs or to 
adopt permanently those of the poet. It will be sufficient if he will 
understand the unit meanings with which the poet begins— that is, 
that he understands the meahings of the words which the poet uses 
—and if he will so far suppress his convictions or prejudices as to 
see how the unit meanings or partial meanings are built into a total 
context. 

I take it that this is what I. A. Richards means (or ought to mean) 
in the passage in his Practical Criticism where he says: “ . . . the 
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question of belief or disbelief, in the intellectual sense, never arises 
when we are reading well. If unfortunately it does arise, either 
through the poet’s fault or our own, we have for the moment ceased 
to be reading and have become astronomers, or theologians, or 
moralists, persons engaged in quite a different type of activity.” The 
point is not that when we read a poem we put to sleep all our 
various interests as human beings~the reason evidently for Rich- 
ards’ demurring at Coleridge’s metaphor of a "willing suspension of 
disbelief.” The point would be that in "reading well” we are will- 
ing to allow our various interests as human beings to become subor- 
dinate to the total experience. 

T. S. Eliot’s testimony to his difficulty with Shelley’s beliefs in 
reading Shelley’s poetry can be rephrased in these terms. Certain 
statements, explicit or implied, because they are not properly assimi- 
lated to a total context, wrench themselves free from the context, 
and demand to be judged on ethical or religious grounds. The 
fault may, of course, lie either with the poet or the reader: the poet 
may fail by not (i^amatizin g"^he statement; the reader may fail by 
ignoring the contScFanTconsidering the statement out of context. 

A second misapprehension may be mentioned again here though 
it has been discussed in some detail in earlier pages. Because the 
poet uses the language of a particular time (and with the language, 
the ideology and the valuations of a particular time), we may easily 
come to feel that only in so far as we agree with the ideology and 
valuations of that time can we accept his poem. But this again is to 
misconceive the functions of the various elements in a poem. We do 
need to understand the language of the poem including the ideas 
and the allusions. We may need to have impressed upon us, for 
example, if we are to understand Antigone} the nature and impor- 


of. the..poem, we shall readily grant the importance for mtlcfsm of 
the work of the linguist and the literary historian, but we shall deny 
the heresy which reduces literature to cultural history and thus be- 
gets a critical relativism. 


tance of the Greek burial rites. But our understanding of the play, 
though it may depend upon our knowing whafis at stake for thei 
characters, does not depend upon our ^^pt^jthe importance of 
such burial rites for ourselves. In short, if we see that any item in a 
i .. poem is to be judged only in terms of its relation to thUtbtiT effect 
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But i£ the individual parts of a poem may not be judged in isola- 
tion from the whole, and if the meaning of the whole can only be 
“abstracted” in a thinned-out paraphrase, how are We, then, to test 
the “goodness” or “soundness” or “significance” of the “total mean- 
ing” of the poem? An answer has already been suggested, but the 
matter can bear, and perhaps demands, further elaboration. 

It is interesting to reconsider T. S. Eliot's proposed test in the 
light of the preceding paragraph. He is willing to accept in a poem 
any possible world view provided that he feels that it is a world 
view which is “coherent,” “mature,” and “fou nde d on the facts of 
exgmence.” BuTTn choosing such terms he indicates that “Bels test- 
ing the philosophical “truth” of the poem, not by the philosophical 
statement which the poem makes as a naked proposition but rather 
by considering whether the proposition implied is one that might 
I be conceivably made by a tough-minded observer who had thought 
I and felt seriously about experience. Eliot very properly avoids the 
I pitfall involved in measuring the “statement of the poem” directly 
against some proposed philosophical yardstick. {Good poetry is by 
this test automatically limited to that poetry which happens to em- 
body the philosophical doctrines of the reader.) But would not 
Eliot make his case stronger still by frankly developing the princi- 
ple of(^amatic propriety ^ggested by his statement and by refrain- 
ing from attemptmg”f6" extract any proposition from the poem at 
all? Could he not keep his test within the terms of the characteristic 
organization of the poem with some such account of affairs as this: 
He will regard as acceptable any poem whose unifying attitude is 
is one which really achieves unity (“coherence”), but which unifies, 
not by ignoring but by taking into account the complexities and 
apparent contradictions of the situation concerned (“mature” and 
“founded on the facts of experience”)? The advantages of such an 
account would be these: first, he would be dealing with the atti- 
tudes developed in the poem rather than with abstract propositions 
which he would have to interpret as implied by the attitudes; sec- 
ond, he would not be forced to go outside the poem • to find some 

• We are, of course, always forced to go outside the poem for the unit mean- 
ings on which the poem is founded— see p, aig. No theory of poetry can make 
poetry autonomous in the sense that it denies that every poem is rooted in 
language and in the language of a particular time, i We rtart outside ihe poem. 
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criterion external to it, but would be able to find a criterion in tlie 
organization of the poem itself by assessing the relative complexity 
of tlie unifying attitude— the power of the tensions involved in it, 
the scope of the reconciliation which it is able to make, etc. To il- 
lustrate from the particular poet whom Eliot instances: under the 
proposed scheme one would condemn Shelley’s “Indian Serenade” 
as sentimental rather than as silly in the propositions about love 
which it implies. (The translation of attitudes into propositions is 
unnecessary; moreover, it is dangerous since it invites confusion 
about the way in which poems make statements.) 

Having in mind the scheme proposed, one could say that a poem 
does not state ideas but rather tests ideas. Or, to put the matter in ^ 
other terms, a poem does„npxd^ primarily with i deas and events 
but rather with the way in which a human being may coiiT^ to 
terjns jyi|h ideas and events. All poems, therefore, including^the 
most objective poems," Turn out on careful inspection to be poems 
really "about” man himself. A poem, then, to sum up, is to be 
judged, not by the truth or falsity as such, of the idea which it in- 
corporates, but rather byCjt s charact er as dramw—by its coherence, || 
sensitivity, depth, richness, and tough-mindedness. 

In Modern Poetry and the Tradition I suggested that Richards’ 
distinction between "poetry of exclusion” and "poetry of inclusion” 
might be developed into a kind of scale for determining the value 
of poetry. Low in the scale one would find a rather simple poetry 
in which the associations of the various elements that go to make 
up the poem are similar in tone and therefore can be unified under 
one rather simple attitude— poems of simple affection, p<»itive, 
"external” satires, etc. Higher in the scale, one would find poems 

But there is another sense in which it may be held that we are forced to go 
outside the poem: in determining the power of the tensions generated, the feet 
of the reconciliations achieved, etc., the reader will have to have recourse bit 
own experience, and on occasion different readers may disagree. What will ap- 
pear sentimental to one reader may appear, to anotheiv to be a legitimate recon- 
ciliation. Again, no theory of criticism can do away with the subjective element 
(though the <»nsequcnoes of this ineradicable subjectivity are easily exaggerate). 
Yet, it seems to me that there is a real gain in attempting to judge a poem in 
terms of its diaracteristic structure, a dramatic structure, rather than in attempt- 
ing to abstract propositions from the poem and to measure these by canons of 
scientific or philosophic truth. 
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in which the variety and clash among the elements to be compre- 
hended under a total attitude are sharper. In tragedy, where the 
clash is at its sharpest— where the tension between attraction and 
repulsion is most powerful— one would probably find the highest 
point in the scale. So much for the positive side; but there is a nega- 
tive side too, where one would place those poems which failed to 
secure unity at all— or achieved only a specious reconciliation of 
attitudes— the sentimental poem. 

It cannot be claimed for such a test that it eliminates the subjec- 
tive element in judgment. It does not, of course, and no meaningful 
criterion of poetry can ultimately eliminate the subjective. But the 
test proposed is by no means an impressionistic test, either. Indeed, 
we shall probably be able to use this test of complexity of attitude 
to set up what is essentially die same hierarchy of poems which we 
tend to accept on the basis of other tests. But the advantages of this 
particular criterion are two-fold: (i) we shall be able to set up Our 
hierarchy in terms of the organizations of the poems themselves— 
not by having to appeal to some outside scale of values; (2) we shall, 
if this mode of evaluation rests upon what is really a more accurate 
account of the structure of poetry, be able to correct and improve 
the presently accepted hierarchy of poems. 

That such a criterion is the normal development of the critical 
methods displayed in earlier pages of this book is probably obvious. 
One perhaps does not need to point out that the importance as- 
signed to the resolution ^ antithetic^^^ ac- 

counts for the emphasis in earlier pages on (1) wit, as an awareness 
of the multiplicity of possible attitudes to be taken toward a given 
situation; on (2) paradox, as a device for contrasting the conven- 
tional views of a situation, or the limited and special view of it such 
as those taken in practical and scientific discourse, with a more in- 
clusive view; and on (3) irony, as a device for definition of attitudes 
by qualification. Moreover, the insistence on the element of conflict 
between attitudes will also throw more light upon Coleridge’s ac- 
count of the imagination * as the synthesizing faculty of the mind, 

• It "reveals itself in the balance or reconcilement of opposite or discordant 
qualities: of sameness, with difference; of the general, with the concrete; the idea, 
with the image; the individual, with; the representative; the sense of novelty and 
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ap^i will emphasize further the sense in which poetry is es^entialjy^ 
f dramatic.'^ 

But if one makes so high a claim for poetry as a mental activity, 
it is possible that the reader will feel inclined to reinstate once 
more the old question: Why may we not, then, generalize on the 
i j basis of the attitudes adopted in the great and more important 
i i poems and thus get a world view which will provide a set of basic 
i ' values? Cannot we catalogue and categorize the wisdom included 
in the great poetry in this fashion, and thus make poetry yield a 
direc tive wisdom , after all? We may, of course, if we like. But it 
needs to be pointed out that we are moving out of the realm of 
literary criticism if we do this. The real point is that, though any 
wise philosophy will probably take the greatest poetry into account, 
still this is a problem for philosophy or religion, and not for art. 

^ It is sufficient if we can show that poetry, though it does not com- | 
I pete with science and philosophy, yet involves a coming to terms 
I with situations, and thus involves (^^o^ though poetry as such 
i indulges in no ethical generalizations. 

It should be pointed out, however, how the position taken here 
differs from that taken by Richards; for, if we are not to judge 
poems by their truth as statements, it may seem that we are denying 
that they are in any sense cognitive. Richards’ claims for poetry as 
the activity that would “save”i^’ involved the hope that by disci- 
pline gained from reading the great poems— a discipline in coming 
to terms with the world in relation to ourselves— we would be able 
to come to terms with any situation by which we were confronted. 
Thus, Richards would have us appeal, not to a body of dogma, but 
rather to a discipline and habit within ourselves which would 
prompt the proper attitude toward any set of events. Now, it is 
true that the kind of development of insight and self-criticism to be 
found in great poetry resembles that to be found elsewhere. But j 
, . Richards puts a burden on poetry as an activity which poetry does I 
\ ' not need to assume and which it probably cannot assume. I think 
that there are grounds for concluding that Richards’ most recent 
position assigns to poetry a more modest place. Actually, whether 

freshness, with old and familiar objects; a more than usual state of emotion, 
with more than usual order. . . 
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or not Richards has reinstated metaphysics, he has evidently in his 
present position reinstated philosophy.* 

Urban, in his Language and Reality, has made a full-scale attack 
on the account of language given by .nominalistic positivism-^an 
account which would parcel out the functions of language between 
the “referential” (scientific) and the “emotive" (poetic). Language, 
he maintains, has also a “representational” (intuitive or symbolic) 
function, a function necessary along w the others if language is 
to convey meaning at all. Poetry is not merely emotive, therefore, 
' but cogniuve. It gives us truth, "and characteristically gives its truth 
•tfirough its metaphors (though not through metaphor conceived of 
as mere illustration or decoration). “All poetic symbols,” he writes, 
"are . . . metaphors and arise out of metaphor. But a symbol is more 
than a metaphor. The metaphor becomes a symbol when by means 
of it we embody an ideal content not otherwise expressible ... we 
use metaphor to illustrate ideas or assertions which are expressible 
wholly in abstract or non-figurative terms. The metaphor is a sym- 
bol when it alone expresses or embodies our ideal meaning.” (The 
distinction between “metaphor as symbol”— I have employed the 
term “functional metaphor”— and metaphor conceived of as mere 
illustration is, as I have tried to point out, crucial.) 

Grounding poetry on “functional metaphor” as he does, Urban is 
able to combat those theories which conceive of poetry as “com- 
municating” a "content” external to the poem, and which thus split 
the poem between its "form” and its “content.” "The general prin- 
ciple of the inseparability of intuition and expression,” Urban in- 
sists, “holds with special force for the aesthetic intuition. Here it 
means that form and content, or content and medium, are insep- 
arable.” 

A poem, then, for Urban, is strictly untranslatable: what it "says” 
can be rendered only by the poem itself; but Urban is emphatic in 
• maintaining, Aat it does say something— that the poetic symbol 
I gives cognitioi^ (His position is so close to that which I have argued 
in earlTer pages that it is worth devoting some space to his solution 
of the problem involved.) 

* See p. *37 below.' 
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For a problem is involved, and as Urban confesses, a difficult one 
to solve: 

We have here one of the most difficult problems in connec- 
tion with language and cognition, as indeed in the entire 
theory of knowledge. We are apparently faced with a dilemma. 

If we are to interpret the “sense” of the symbol we must expand 
it, and this must be in terms of literal sentences. If, on the other 
hand, we thus expand it we lose the “sense” or value of the 
symbol as symbol. The solution of this paradox seems to me to 
lie in an theory of interpretation of the symbol. It does not 
consist in substituting literal for symbol sentences, in other 
words substituting “blunt" truth for symbolic truth, but rather 
in deepening and enriching the meaning of the symbol. 

To substitute “literal for symbol sentences” is to commit oneself 
to the heresy of paraphrase discussed earlier in this book. The ex- 
pansion of the symbol had better be, not for the purpose of provid- 
ing a nonsymbolic surrogate for the poem, but rather, as Urban 
puts it, for the purpose of “deepening and enriching the meaning 
of the symbol.” The discussion of the poem is not to be substituted 
for the poem: it should return us to the poem. 

But Urban's further statement that “only [by expansion of the 
symbol] . . . can its truth or falsity be determined” calls for further 
comment; for, in spite of his warning against attempting to substi- 
tute "blunt” truth for symbolic truth, it is possible to take Urban’s 
position to be another variant of those theories which claim cogni- 
tion for poetry only at the price of considering it ultimately as dis- I 
totted and imperfect philosophy. 

Indeed, Susanne Langer in her Philosophy in a New Key taxes 
Urban with just this error. I am inclined to agree with her (though 
I am not sure that her own general position on the function of liter- ^ ^ 
ary meaning is not somewhat reminiscent of the earlier Richards, ' 
and open to some of the same objections). I too feel that Urban is 
guilty of some apparent self-contradictions in his discussion of the 
problem. But it is possible, in the context of his whole book, to 
make out a case for his solution of what he calls the paradox of the 
interpretation of the literary symbol. 

For Urban, poetry, along with religion and science, is "covert 
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metaphysics.” But though all poetry is covert metaphysics, the poem 
need not, and ought not, to aspire to become explicit metaphysics. 

Poetry says what it means but it does not say all that it 
means; in attempting to say this "all” it often ceases to be 
poetry. , . . This is evidently a problem which, from the art- 
ist’s point of view, can be solved only in ambulando; it is only 
his genius and tact which can discover the via media, the way 
between the horns of the dilemma. But from the philosopher’s 
point of view a more reasoned and intelligible answer may be 
given to this question. The transition to metaphysics is in- 
evitable, but the poet, as poet, is not the one to make it. He 
does well . . : to keep to his own symbolic form. For precisely 
in that symbolic form an aspect of reality is given which cannot 
be adequately expressed otherwise. It is not true that whatever 
is expressed symbolically can be better expressed literally. For 
there is no literal expression, but only another kind of symbol. 
It is not true that we should seek the blunt truth, for the so- 
called blunt truth has a way of becoming an untruth. 

Why make the expansion at all, then? In what sense is the "tran- 
sition to metaphysics . . . inevitable”? If I understand Urban, the 
expansion is called for only if we wish to relate the “truths” given 
by poetry to the truths given in other realms of discourse—to those 
given by science, for instance. If this is the point in question, one 
may grant it as an entirely reasonable concession. No critic that I 
know of is anxious to maintain that only poetry gives ultimate 
truth. If I understand Urban properly, then, the relationship of 
poetry to metaphysics is not that of handmaiden to mistress. Meta- 
physics criticizes and interprets the symbolic truth of poetry {and of 
science and religion); but it does not give us the “blunt truth” or 
the “naked truth.” Nor does metaphysics dispense with symbolism; 
it has, as Urban emphasizes, its own symbols. 

It is the philosopher who is to make the “transition to meta- 
physics.” The poet “does well ... to keep to his own symbolic form.” 
Thus, though he insists— in opposition to the nominalistic positivists 
—that poetry is revelatory. Urban refuses to set the poet the task of 
revealing some extrapoedc truth: poetry is not merely the vehicle 
of a content which it is to “express.” The test of “good poetry” is 
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evidently that of “authentication”: “We constantly speak of ‘good’ 
symbols and, what is even more to the point here, of ‘authentic’ 
symbols. By such expressions we always mean that the symbol ex- 
presses adequately for our type of consciousness that which could 
not be fully expressed in ‘literal’ sentences.” 

I shall argue that this test seems to differ not a great deal from the 
test which I proposed on pp. 228-30 above. That test, like Urban’s, 
is finally one of “adequacy.” “If,” Urban writes, “intuition and 
expression are identical, or at least inseparable, then the only way 
to determine being or reality is in those forms in which statements 
about it are possible. Even though we think of the truth relation as 
one between ‘idea’ and ‘thing,’ such a relation can be determined, 
that is verified and confirmed, only when it is expressed. Truth, 
then, is always a function of expression, and the relation between an 
expression and that which is expressed can only be one of adequacy.” 

But the resemblance between the positions can perhaps be made 
still clearer by considering a few of Urban’s comments on the func- 
tion of poetry and its relation to dramatic language. In contrast to 
scientific symbolism, the object “in other regions of symbolism, such 
as those of art and religion ... is not at all to operate or predict, 
but to 'u nderst and, y This “understanding,” as contrasted witli sci- 
entific description for purposes of operation and prediction, is pecul- 
iarly associated with the dramatic way of rendering relationships. 
Urban writes: 

My own view is that, properly understood, the thesis of tlie 
primacy of the dr amat ic Joim must be maintained. It is part of 
my general thesis that all meaning is ultimately linguistic and 
that although science, in the interests of purer notation and 
manipulation, may break through the husk of language, its 
nonlinguistic symbols must again be translated back into natu- 
ral language if intelligibility is to be possible. Natural language 
is dramatic and all meaning expressed in language must ulti- 
mately be of this type. 

Urban not only sees poetry as constantly “employing the dramatic 
way of rendering life.” He says that “indirectly all art is revelatory 
of man .... no adequate account of what happens in human life, 
the central home of action and drama, is possible if ‘relations of the 
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mental type’ [as opposed to the operational types of sciencej—and 
the dramatic way of rendering thera-are left out.” 

This, I believe, is the essential point in Allen assertion 

that poetry gives “complete knowledge”— an assertion fEat has vexed 
critics of positivist persuasion. But how poetry is complete is speci- 
fied; it does not leave out what science must leave out: “Literature 
is the complete knowledge of man’s experience. By knowledge I 
mean that unique and formed intelligence of the world, of which 
man alone is capable.”^ 

For Urban too, poetry deals with “man’s experience”— with 
persons, for 

The one differentia of a person that is significant is, that he 
alone of all the parts of nature has consciousness of values and 
of the “ought” or obligation inseparable from the awareness 
of values. ... To have this character is to be a "soul,” and 
poetry in contrast to science, always speaks about souls. For 
the poet, then, the individual is always the centre and bearer 
of values, and his function, as poet, is to reveal them. 

Urban maintains, of course, that the realm of values— the “world, 
the structure of which is determined by value appreciation”— is real, 
arguing as he does for the validity of metaphysics and for an ob- 
jective theory of values. I should agree with him, but this is not the 
point which I am anxious to press here. It is rather the contrary: 
that even so, as Urban himself indicates, the characteristic and 
proper tests for the significance of poetry are to be developed from 
a consideration of its structure as dramatic utterance; that the poem 
is not to be conceived of as a statement, "clear,” “beautiful,” or 
“eloquent,” of some truth imposed upon the poem from without. 

In this regard, Urban seems to me in substantial agreement with 
Richards’ earlier statement “that it is never what a poem savs that 
matte rs, but what it i s.” and certainly with his later statement that 
*The' saner and greater mythologies are not fancies; they are the 
utterance of the whole soul of man, and as such, inexhaustible to 
meditation. . . . Without his mythologies man is only a cruel ani- 
mal without a soul— for a soul is a central part of his governing 
mythology— he is a congeries of possibilities without order and with- 
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out aim.” * At the time he made this latter statement {Coleridge on 
Imagination, 1936), Richards specifically denied the validity o£ 
metaphysics. Perhaps he still does, but his latest pronouncement 
would indicate that, even on this subject, he approaches general 
agreement with Urban. He writes, for example, in 1941: “It is not 
any metaphysical doctrine, as a doctrine" which we need. It is 
rather a study of the “most resourceful words,” the “indispensable 
words, those which give structure to thoughts and connect them in 
larger structures.” These are the words which mcBt occasion meta- 
physical misunderstandings. “Si'ch an inquiry,” Richards goes on 
to say, “if well designed . . . would amount to a study of meta- 
physics. . . . But it would be a metaphysics approached from a 
new angle.” f 

This conception of metaphysics obviously comes close to Urban's 
conception of metaphysics as “the language of languages,” con- 
cerned with “maximum content,” the function of which is to'inter- 
pret and mediate among the other symbolisms; and Urban has 
acknowledged the rapprochement. 

But my purpose is riot to welcome Richards as a returned prod- 
igal. Richards is not a renegade but a pioneer who started out from 
a different set of assumptions; nor is it even to insist with Urban 
upon the necessity of metaphysics. It is rather to point out the area 
of substantial agreement between two close students of language 
whose starting points have been as diverse as those of Richards and 
Urban. One seems to me as cautious as the other with regard to mak- 
ing poetry the handmaiden of some doctrine which it is to reflect or 
“communicate.” And yet one seems as fervent as the other in insist^ 
ing upon the intrinsic importance of poetry as something far more 

• Compare Urban’s statement that “myth is indispensable from the stand- 
point of expression and intelligibility. Myth is dramatic language and only 
dramatic language is ultimately intelligible .... it was precisely the recogni- 
tion on the part of Plato that cosmologically significant propositions could not 
be expressed in mathematical-logical language, which led him to resort to the 
dramatic language of myth. It was not that this language is an imperfect pre- 
sdentific form, to be abandoned for the mathematical-logical; it was rather a 
clear recognition of the essential limitations of the latter." 

t For Richards* lecture from which I have quoted, and for Urban’s note on 
it, sec Furioio, Summer, 1941. 
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serious than any idle fancy, and far more central to man’s nature 
than any subjective "projection." Both point the literary critic to a 
reading of the poem itself— to the fullest realization of the symbolic 
structure that is the poem. The task is not easy; it is important; it is 
basic to any valid literary criticism. 


APPENDIX THREE 


Texts ©f Poems 


THE CANONIZATION 

For Godsake hold your tongue, and let me love, 

Or chide my palsie, or my gout, 

My five gray haires, or ruin’d fortune flout. 

With wealth your state, your minde with Arts improve, 
Take you a course, get you a place, 

Observe his honour, or his grace, 

Or the Kings reall, or his stamped face 
Contemplate, what you will, approve. 

So you will let me love. 

Alas, alas, who’s injufd by my love? 

What merchants ships have my sighs drown’d^ 

Who sales my teares have overflow’d his ground? 

When did my colds a forward spring remove? 

When did the heats which my veines fill 
Adde one more to the plaguie Bill? 

Soldiers finde warres, and Lawyers finde out still 
Litigious men, which quarrels move, 

Though she and I do love. 

Call us what you will, wee are made suck by love; 

Call her one, mee another flye, 

We’are Tapers too, and at our owne cost die. 

And wee in us finde the'Eagle and the Dove. 

The Phoenix ridle hath more wit 
By us, we two being one, are it. 

■ . . 239 ■' ■ ■ 
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So to one neutrall thing both sexes fit. 

Wee dye and rise the same, and prove 
Mysterious by this love. 

Wee can dye by it, if not live by love. 

And if unfit for tombes and hearse 
Our legend bee, it will be fit for verse; 

And if no peece of Chronicle wee prove. 

We’ll build in sonnets pretty roomes; 

As well a well wrought urne becomes 
The greatest ashes, as halfe-acre tombes. 

And by these hymnes, all shall approve 
Us Canoniz’d for Love: 

And thus invoke us; You whom reverend love 
Made one anothers hermitage; 

You, to whom love was peace, that now is rage; 

Who did the whole worlds soule contract, and drove 
Into the glasses of your eyes 
(So made such mirrors, and such spies. 

That they did all to you epitomize,) 

Countries, Townes, Courts: Beg from above 
A patterne of your love! 

l’allegro 

Hence loathed Melancholy 

Of Cerberus, and blackest midnight born. 

In Sty^da Cave forlorn 

’Mongst horrid shapes, and shreiks, and sights unholy. 
Find out som uncouth cell. 

Where brooding darkness spreads his jealous wings. 
And the night-Raven sings; 

There under Ebon shades, and low-brow’ d Rocks, 

As ragged as thy Locks, 

In dark Cimmerian desert ever dwell. 

But com thou Goddes fair and free, 

In Euphrosyne, 
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And by men, heart-easing Mirth, 

Whom lovely Venus at a birth 
With two sister Graces more 
To Ivy-crowned Bacchus bore; 

Or whether (as som Sager sing) 

The frolick Wind that breathes the Spring, 
Zephir with Aurora playing, 

As he met her once a Maying, 

There on Beds of Violets blew. 

And fresh-blown Roses washt in dew, 

FilVd her with thee a daughter fair. 

So bucksom, blith, and debonair. 

Haste thee nymph, and bring with thee 
Jest and youthful Jollity, 

Quips and Cranks, and wanton Wiles, 
Nods, and Becks, and Wreathed Smiles, 
Such as hang on Hebe's cheek. 

And love to live in dimple sleek; 

Sport that wrincled Care derides, 

And Laughter holding both his sides. 

Com, and trip it as ye go 
On the light faniastick toe. 

And in thy right hand lead with thee. 

The Mountain Nymph, sweet Liberty; 

And if I give thee honour due. 

Mirth, admit me of thy crue 
T o live with her, and live with thee. 

In unreproved pleasures free; 

To hear the Lark begin his flight. 

And singing startle the dull night. 

From his watch-towre in the skies, 

Till the dappled dawn doth rise; 

Then to com in spight of sorrow. 

And at my window bid good morrow. 
Through the Sweet-Briar, or the Vine, 

Or the twisted Eglantine. 

While the Cock with lively din, 

Scatters the rear of darkness thin, 
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And to the stack, or the Barn dore. 

Stoutly struts his Dames before. 

Oft listening how the Hounds and horn 
Chearly rouse the slumbring morn. 

From the side of som Hoar Hill, 

Through the high wood echoing shrill. 

Som time walking not unseen 
By Hedge-row Elms, on Hillocks green. 

Right against the Eastern gate, 

Wher the great Sun begins his state. 

Rob’d in flames, and Amber light, 

The clouds in thousand Liveries dight. 

While the Plowman neer at hand. 

Whistles o’er the Furrow’d Land, 

And the Milkmaid singeth blithe, 

And the Mower whets his sithe, 

And every Shepherd tells his tale 
Under the Hawthorn in the dale, 

Streit mine eye hath caught new pleasures 
Whilst the Lantskip round it measures, 

Russet Lawns, and Fallows Gray, 

Where the nibling flocks do stray. 

Mountains on whose barren brest 
The labouring clouds do often rest: 

Meadows trim with Daisies pide. 

Shallow Brooks, and Rivers wide. 

Towers, and Battlements it sees 
Boosom’d high in tufted Trees, 

Where perhaps som beauty lies, 

The Cynosure of neighbouring eyes. 

Hard by, a Cottage chimney smokes. 

From betwixt two aged Okes, 

Where Corydon and Thyrsis met. 

Are at their savory dinner set 
Of Hearbs, and other Country Messes, 

Which the neat-handed Phillis dresses; 

And then in haste her Bowre she leaves. 

With Thestylis to bind the Sheaves; 



Or if the earlier season lead 
To the tann’d Haycock in the Mead, 

Som times with secure delight 
The up-land Hamlets will invite, 

When the merry Bells ring round. 

And the jocond rebecks sound. 

To many a youth, and many a maid, 
Dancing in the Chequer'd shade; 

And young and old com forth to play 
On a Sunshine Holyday, 

Till the live-long day-light fail. 

Then to the Spicy Nut-brown Ale, 

With stories told of many a feat. 

How Faery Mab the junkets eat. 

She was pincht, and pull'd she sed. 

And he by Friars Lanthom led; 

Tells how the drudging Goblin swet. 

To em his Cream-howle duly set. 

When in one night, ere glimps of mom, 

His shadowy Flale hath thresh'd the Com 
That ten day-labourers could not end. 

Then ties him down the Lubbar Fend. 

And stretch’d out all the Chimney's length. 
Basks at the fire his hairy strength; 

And Crop-full out of dores he flings. 

Ere the first Cock his Mattin rings. 

Thus don the Tales, to bed they creep. 

By whispering Windes soon lull'd asleep. 
Towred Cities please us then. 

And the busie humm of men. 

Where throngs of Knights and Barons bold. 
In weeds of Peace high triumphs hold. 

With store of Ladies, whose bright eies 
Rain influence, and judge the prise 
Of Wit, or Arms, while both contend 
To win her Grace, whom all commend. 
There let Kymen of t appear 
In Saffron robe, with Taper clear. 
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And pomp, and feast, and revelry, 

With mask, and antique Pageantry, 

Such sights as youthfull Poets dream 
On Summer eeves by haunted stream. 

Then to the well trod stage anon. 

If Jonsons learned Sock be on. 

Or sweetest Shakespear fancies childe, 

Warble his native Wood-notes wilde. 

And ever against eating Cares, 

Lap me in soft Lydian Aires, 

Married to immortal verse 
Such as the meeting soul may pierce 
In notes, with many a winding bout 
Of lincked sweetnes long drawn out, 

With wanton heed, and giddy cunning. 

The melting voice through mazes running; 
Untwisting all the chains that ty 
The hidden soul of harmony. 

That Orpheus self may heave his head 
From golden slumber on a bed 
Of heapt Elysian flowres, and hear 
Such streins as would have won the ear 
Of Pluto, to have quite set free 
His half regain'd Eurydice. 

These delights, if thou canst give. 

Mirth with thee, I mean to live. 

Ih PENSEROSO 

Hence vain deluding joyes'. 

The brood of folly without father bred, 

How little you bested. 

Or fill the fixed mind with all your toy es; 

Dwell in som idle brain. 

And fancies fond with gaudy shapes possess. 

As thtck and numberless 

As the gay motes that people the Sun Beams, 
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Or likest hovering dreams 

The fickle Pensioners of Morpheus train. 
But hail thou Goddes, sage and holy. 

Hail divinest Melancholy, 

Whose Saintly visage is too bright 
T o hit the Sense of human sight; 

And therfore to our weaker, view. 

Ore laid with black staid Wisdoms hue. 

Black, but such as in esteem. 

Prince Memnons sister might beseem. 

Or that Starred Ethiope Queen that strove 
To set her beauties praise above 
The Sea Nymphs, and their powers offended. 
Yet thou are higher far descended^ 

Thee bright-hairi d Vesta long of yore, 

To solitary Saturn bore; 

His daughter she (in Saturns raign. 

Such mixture was not held a stain) 

Oft in glimmering Bowres, and glades 
He met her, and in secret shades 
Of woody Ida’s inmost grove. 

White yet there was no fear of Jove. 

Com pensive Nun, devout and pure. 

Sober, stedfast, and demure. 

All in a robe of darkest grain. 

Flowing with majestick train. 

And sable stole of Cipres Lawn, 

Over thy decent shoulders drawn. 

Com, but keep thy wonted state. 

With eei/n step, and musing gate. 

And look commercing with the skies. 

Thy rapt soul sitting in thine eyes: 

There held in holy passion still. 

Forget thy self to Marble, till 
With a sad Leaden downward cast. 

Thou fix them on the earth fast. 

And foyn with thee calm Peace, and Quiet, 
Spare Fast, that oft with gods doth diet. 



And hears the Muses in a ring. 

Ay round about Joves Altar sing. 

And adde to these retired Leasure, 

That in trim Gardens takes his pleasure; 
But first, and chief test, with thee bring. 
Him that yon soars on golden wing, 
Guiding the fiery-wheeled throne. 

The Cherub Contemplation, 

And the mute Silence hist along, 

’Less Philomel will daign a Song, 

In her sweetest, saddest plight, 

Smoothing the rugged brow of night. 
While Cynthia checks her Dragon yoke. 
Gently o’re th’accustom’d Oke; 

Sweet Bird that shunn’st the noise of folly. 
Most musicall, most melancholy! 

Thee Chauntress oft the Woods among, 

I woo to hear thy eeven-Song; 

And missing thee, I walk unseen 
On the dry smooth-shaven Green, 

To behold the wandring Moon, 

Riding neer her highest noon. 

Like one that had bin led astray 
Through the Hem/ns wide pathles way; 
And oft, as if her head she bow’d. 

Stooping through a fleecy cloud. 

'^t on a Plat of rising ground, 

I^ar the far-off Curien sound, 

^mr som wide-watered shear, 

Smnging slow with sullen roar; 

Mr if the Ayr will not permit, 

%om still removed place will fit. 

Where glowing Embers through the room 
Teach light to counterfeit a gloom. 

Far from all resort of mirth. 

Save the Cricket on the hearth. 

Or the Belmans drousie charm. 

To bless the dares from nightly harmt 
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Or let my Lamp at midnight hour, 

Be seen in som high lonely Towr, 

Where I may oft out-watch the Bear, 

With thrice great Hermes, or unsphear 
The spirit of Plato to unfold 
What Worlds, or what vast Regions hold 
The immortal mind that hath forsook 
Her mansion in this fleshly nook: 

And of those Daemons that are found 
In fire, air, flood, or under ground, 

Whose power hath a true consent 
With Planet, or with Element 
Som time let Gorgeous Tragedy 
In Sceptefd Pall com sweeping by, 
Presenting Thebs, or Pelops line. 

Or the tale of Troy divine. 

Or what (though rare) of later age. 
Ennobled hath the Buskind stage. 

But, O sad Virgin, that thy power 
Might raise Musaeus from his bower. 

Or bid the soul of Orpheus sing 
Such notes as warbled to the string. 

Drew Iron tears down Pluto's cheek. 

And made Hell grant what Love did seek. 
Or call up him that left half told 
The story of Gambuscan bold. 

Of Camball, and of Algarsife, 

And who had Canace to wife. 

That own’d the vertuous Ring and Glass, 
And of the wondrous Hors of Brass, 

On which t/ze Tartar King did ride; 

And if ought els, great Bards beside. 

In sage and solemn tunes have sung. 

Of Turneys and of Trophies hung; 

Of Forests, and inchantments drear. 
Where more is meant than meets the ear. 
Thus night oft see me in thy pale career. 
Till civil-suited Mom appear. 
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Not trickt and frounc’t as she was wont, 

With the A Hick Boy to hunt, 

But CherchefH in a comly Cloud, 

While rocking Winds are Piping loud. 

Or usher’d with a shower still. 

When the gust hath blown his fill. 

Ending on the russling Leaves, 

With minute drops from off the Eaves. 

And when the Sun begins to fling 
His flaring beams, me Goddes bring 
To arched walks of twilight groves. 

And shadows browij. that Sylvan loves 
Of Pine, or monumental Oake, 

Where the rude Ax with heaved stroke. 

Was never heard the Nymphs to daunt. 

Or fright them from their hallow’d haunt. 

There in close covert by som Brook, 

Where no profaner eye may look. 

Hide me from Day’s garish eie. 

While the Bee with Honied thie. 

That at her flowry work doth sing, 

And the Waters murmuring 
With such consort as they keep, 

Entice the dewy-feathePd Sleep; 

And let som strange mysterious dream. 

Wave at his Wings in Airy stream. 

Of lively portrature display’d. 

Softly on my eye-lids laid. 

And as I wake^ sweet musick breath 
Above, about, or underneath, 

Sent by som spirit to mortals good. 

Or th’ unseen Genius of the Wood. 

But let my due feet never fail. 

To walk the: studious Cloysters pale. 

And love the high emhowed Roof, 

With antick Pillars massy proof. 

And storied, Windows richly dight, 

Casting a dintm religious light. 
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There let the pealing Organ blow, 

To the full voic’d Quire below, 

In Service high, and Anthems deer. 

As may with sweetnes, through mine ear. 
Dissolve me into extasies. 

And bring all Heav’n before mine eyes. 

And may at last my weary age 
Find out the peacefull hermitage, 

The Hairy Gown and Mossy Cell, 

Where 1 may sit and rightly spell 
Of every Star that Heav’n doth shew. 

And every Herb that sips the dew; 

Till old experience do attain 
To something like Prophetic strain. 

These pleasures Melancholy give. 

And I with thee will choose to live. 

corinna’s going a-maying 

Get up, get up for shame, the Blooming Mome 
Upon her wings presents the god unshorne. 

See how Aurora throwes her faire 
Fresh-quilted colours through the aire: 

Get up, sweet-Slug-a-bed, and see 
The Dew bespangling Herbe and Tree. 

Each Flower has wept, and bow’d toward the East, 
Above an houre since; yet you not drest. 

Nay! not so much as out of bed? 

When all the Birds have Mattens seyd. 

And sung their thankfull Hymnes: ’tis sin. 

Nay, profanation to keep in. 

When as a thousand Virgins on this day. 

Spring, sooner than the Lark, to fetch in May. 

Rise; and put on your Foliage, and be seene 
To come forth, like the Spring-time, fresh and greene; 
And sweet as ’Flora.. Take no care 
For Jewels for your Gowne, or Haire: 
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Feate not; the leaves will strew 
Gemms in abundance upon you: 

Besides, the childhood of the Day has kept. 

Against you come, some Orient Pearls unwept: 

Come, and receive them while the light 
Hangs on the Dew-locks of the night: 

And Titan on the Eastern hill 
Retires himselfe, or else stands still 
Till you come forth. Wash, dresse, be brief e in praying: 
Few beads are best, when once we goe a-Maying. 

Come, my Corinna, come; and camming, marke 
How each field turns a street; each street a Parke 
Made green, and trimm’d with trees: see how 
Devotion gives each House a Bough, 

Or Branch: Each Porch, each doore, ere this. 

An Arke a Tabernacle is 
Made up of white-thorn neatly enterwove; 

As if here were those cooler shades of love. 

Can such delights be in the street. 

And open fields, and we not see't? 

Come, we’ll abroad; and let’s obay 
The Proclamation made for May: 

And sin no more, as we have done, by staying; 

But my Corinna, come, let’s goe a-Maying. 

There’s not a budding Boy, or Girle, this day. 

But is got up, and gone to bring in May. 

A deale of Youth, ere this, is come 
Back, and with White-thorn laden home. 

Some have dispatcht their Cakes and Creame, 

Before that we have left to dreame: 

And some have wept, and woo’d, and plighted Troth, 
And chose their Priest, ere we can cast off sloth: 

Many a green-gown has been given; 

Many a kisse, both odde and even: 

Many a glance too has been sent 
From out the eye. Loves Firmament: 
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Many a jest told of the Keyes betraying 

This night, and Locks pickt, yet tu’are not a-Maying. 

Come, let us goe, while we are in our prime; 

And take the harmlesse follie of the time. 

We shall grow old apace, and die 
Before we know our liberty. 

Our life is short; and our dayes run 
As fast away as do's the Sunne: 

And as a vapour, or a drop of raine 
Once lost, can ne’er be found againe: 

So when or you or I are made 
A fable, song, or fleeting shade; 

All love, all liking, all delight 

Lies drown’d with us in endlesse night. 

Then while time serves, and we are but decaying; 
Come, my Corinna, come, let’s goe a~Maying. 

ELEGY WRITTEN IN A COUNTRY CHURCH-YAEII 

The Curfew tolls the knell of parting day. 

The lowing herd wind slowly o’er the lea. 

The plowman homeward plods his weary way, 

And leaves the world to darkness and to me. 

Now fades the glimmering landscape on the sight. 
And all the air a solemn stillness holds. 

Save where the beetle wheels his droning flight. 

And drowsy tinklings lull the distant folds; 

Save that from yonder ivy-mantled tow’r 
The moping owl does to the moon complain 
Of such, as wand’ring near her secret bow’r. 

Molest her ancient solitary reign. 

Beneath those rugged elms, that yew-tree’s shade. 
Where heaves the turf in many a mould’ ring heap. 
Each in his narrow cell for ever laid. 

The rude Forefathers of the hamlet sleep. 
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The breezy call of incense-breathing Morn, 

The swallow twitt'ring from the straw-built shed. 

The cock’s shrill clarion, or the echoing horn. 

No more shall rouse them from their lowly bed. 

For them no more the blazing hearth shall bum, 

Or busy housewife ply her evening care: 

No children run to lisp their sire’s return. 

Or climb his knees the envied kiss to share. 

Oft did the harvest to their sickle yield. 

Their furrow oft the stubborn glebe has broke; 

How jocund did they drive their team afield! 

How bow’d the woods beneath their sturdy stroke! 

Let not Ambition mock their useful toil. 

Their homely joys, and destiny obscure; 

Nor Grandeur hear with a disdainful smile 
The short and simple annals of the poor. 

The boast of heraldry, the pomp of pow’r. 

And all that beauty, all fhat wealth e’er gave. 

Awaits alike th’ inevitable hour. 

The paths of. glory lead but to the grave. 

Nor you, ye Proud, impute to These the fault. 

If Mem’ry o’er their Tomb no Trophies raise. 

Where thro’ the long-drawn isle and fretted vault 
The pealing anthem swells the note of praise. 

Can storied urn or animated bust 

Back to its mansion call the fleeting breatht 

Can Honour’s voice provoke the silent dust, 

Or Flatt’ry sooth the dull cold ear of deathf 

Perhaps in this neglected spot is laid 
Some heart once pregnant with celestial fire; 

Hands, that the rod of empire might have sway’d. 

Or wak’ d to extasy the living lyre/ 

But Knowledge to their eyes her ample page 
Rich with the spoils of time did ne’er unroll; 
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Chill Penury repress’d their noble rage, 

And froze the genial current of the soul. 

Full many a gem of purest ray serene, 

The dark unfathom’ d caves of ocean bear: 

Full many a flower is born to blush unseen. 

And waste its sweetness on the desert air. 

Some village-Hampden that with dauntless breast 
The little Tyrant of his fields withstood; 

Some mute inglorious Milton, here may rest. 

Some Cromwell guiltless of his country’s blood. 

Th’ applause of list’ning senates to command. 

The threats of pain and ruin to despise. 

To scatter plenty o’er a smiling land, 

And read their history in a nation’s eyes. 

Their lot forbad: nor circumscribed alone 
Their growing virtues, but their crimes confin’d; 

Forbade to wade through slaughter to a throne, 

And shut the gates of mercy on mankind, 

The struggling pangs of conscious truth to hide. 

To quench the blushes of ingenuous shame. 

Or heap the shrine of Luxury and Pride 
With incense kindled at the Muse’s flame. 

Far from the madding crowd’s ignoble strife. 

Their sober wishes never learn’ d to stray; 

Along the cool sequester’d vale of life 
They kept the noiseless tenor of their way. 

Yet et/n these hones from insult to protect 
Some frail memorial still erected nigh. 

With uncouth rhirnes and shapeless sculpture deck’d. 
Implores the passing tribute of a sigh. 

T heir names, their years, spelt by th’ unlettef d muse. 

The place of fame and elegy supply: 

And many a holy text around she strews. 

That teach the rustic moralist to die. 
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For who, to dumb Forgetfulness a prey. 

This pleasing anxious being e’er resign’d. 

Left the warm precincts of the cheairful day, 

Nor cast one longing lin^ring look behind? 

On some fond breast the parting soul relies, 

Some pious drops the closing eye requires; 

E’en from the tomb the voice of Nature cries, 

Ken in our Ashes live their vjonted Fires, 

For thee, who mindful of th’ unhonour’d Dead 
Dost in these lines their artless tale relate; 

If chance, by lonely contemplation led. 

Some kindred Spirit shall inquire thy fate. 

Haply some hoary-headed Swain may say, 

’Oft have we seen him at the peep of dawn 
’Brushing with hasty steps the dews away 
’To meet the sun upon the upland lawn. 

’There at the foot of yonder nodding beech 
‘That wreathes its old fantastic roots so high, 

’His listless length at noontide would he stretch, 
’And pore upon the brook that babbles by, 

’Hard by yon wood, now smiling as in scorn, 
’Mutt’ring his wayward fancies he would rove, 

‘Now drooping, woeful wan, like one forlorn, 

'Or craz’d with care, or cross’d in hopeless love. 

’One morn I miss’d him on the custom’ d hill, 

’Along the heath and near his fav’rite tree; 

’Another came; nor yet beside the rill, 

‘Nor up the lawn, nor at the wood was he; 

’The next with dirges due in sad array 
’Slow thro’ the church-way path we saw him born, 
’Approach and read (for thou can’ st read) the lay, 
‘Grav’d on the stone beneath yon aged thorn.* 
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Here rests his head upon the lap of Earth 
A Youth to Fortune and to Fame unknown. 

Fair Science frown’d not on his humble birth, 

And Melancholy mark’d him for her own. 

Large was his bounty, and his soul sincere, 

Heav’n did a recompense as largely send: 

He gave to Mis’ry all he had, a tear, 

He gain’d from Heav’n (’twas all he wish’d) a friend. 

No farther seek his merits to disclose. 

Or draw his frailties from their dread abode, 

(There they alike in trembling hope repose,) 

The bosom of his Father and his God. 


ODE 

INTIMATIONS OF IMMORTALITY FROM RECOLLECTIONS 
OF EARLY CHILDHOOD 

The Child is father of the Man; 

And I could wish my days to be 
Bound each to each by natural piety. 

/ 

There was a time when meadow, grove, and stream. 

The earth, and every common sight. 

To me did seem 
Apparelled in celestial light, 

The glory and the freshness of a dream. 

It is not now as it hath been of yore;— 

Turn wheresoever 1 may. 

By night or day. 

The things which I have seen I now can see no more. 
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II 

The Rainbow comes and goes^ 

And lovely is the Rose, 

The Moon doth with delight 
Look round her when the heavens are bare, 

Waters on a starry night 
Are beautiful and fair; 

The sunshine is a glorious birth; 

But yet I know, where'er 1 go, 

That there hath passed away a glory from the earth. 

HI 

Now, while the birds thus sing a joyous song, 

And while the young lambs bound 
As to the tabor’s sound. 

To me alone there came a thought of grief: 

A timely utterance gave that thought relief. 

And I again am strong: 

The cataracts blow their trumpets from the steep; 

No moire shall grief of mine the season wrong; 

I hear the Echoes through the mountains throng, 

The winds come to me from the fields of sleep. 

And all the earth is gay; 

Land and sea 

Give themselves up to jollity, 

And with the heart of May 
Doth every Beast keep holiday;— 

Thou Child of Joy, 

Shout round me, let me hear thy shouts, thou happy Shepkerdrboy! 

' IV ■■ 

¥e blessed Creatures, I have heard the call 
Ye to each other make; I see 
The heavens laugh with you in your jubilee; 

My heart is at your festival. 

My head hath its coronal. 
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The fulness of your bliss, I feel—I feel it all. 

Oh evil day! if I were sullen 
While Earth herself is adorning, 

This sweet May-morning, 

And the Children are culling 
On every side. 

In a thousand valleys far and wide. 

Fresh flowers; while the sun shines warm. 
And the Babe leaps up on his Mothers arm:— 

I hear, I hear, with joy I hear! 

—But there's a Tree, of many, one, 

A single Field which I have looked upon. 

Both of them speak of something that is gone; 
The Pansy at my feet 
Doth the same tale repeat: 

Whither is fled the visionary gleam? 

Where is it now, the glory and the dreamt 

V 

Our birth is but a sleep and a forgetting: 

The Soul that rises with us, our life's Star, 

Hath had elsewhere its setting. 

And Cometh from afar: 

Not in entire forgetfulness. 

And not in utter nakedness, 

But trailing clouds of glory do we come 
From God, who is our home: 

Heaven lies about us in our infancy! 

Shades of the prison-house begin to close 
Upon the growing Boy, 

But He beholds the light, and whence it flows 
He sees it in his joy; 

The Youth, who daily farther from the east 
Must travel, still is Nature's Priest, 

And by the vision splendid 
Is on his way attended; 



the Well Wfo«ifef Ura 
At length the Man perceives it die away, 

And fade into the light of common day. 

VI 

Earth fills her lap with pleasures of her own; 

Yearnings she hath in her own natural kind. 

And, even with something of a Mothers mind, 

And no unworthy aim, 

The homely Nurse doth all she can 
To make her Foster-child, her Inmate Man, 

Forget the glories he hath known. 

And that imperial palace whence he came. 

VII 

Behold the Child among his new-born blisses, 

A six years* Darling of a pigmy size! 

See, where 'mid work of his own hand he lies, 

Fretted by sallies of his mothers kisses, 

With light upon him from his father's eyes! 

See, at his feet, some little plan or chart. 

Some fragment from his dream of human life. 

Shaped by himself with newly-learned art; 

A wedding or a festival, 

A mourning or a funeral; 

And this hath now his heart. 

And unto this he frames his song: 

Then will he fit his tongue 
To dialogues of business, love, or strife; 

But it will not be long 
Ere this he thrown aside. 

And with new joy and pride 
The little Actor cons another part; 

Filling from time to time his “humorous stage" 

With all the Persons, down to palsied Age, 

That Life brings with her in her equipage; 

As if his whole vocation 
Were endless imitation. 
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Thou, whose exterior semblance doth belie 
Thy Soul’s immensity; 

Thou best Philosopher, who yet dost keep 
Thy heritage, thou Eye among the blind. 

That, deaf and silent, read’st the eternal deep. 
Haunted for ever by the eternal mind,— 

Mighty Prophet! Seer blest! 

On whom these truths do rest. 

Which we are toiling all our lives to find, 

In darkness lost, the darkness of the grave; 

Thou, over whom thy Immortality 
Broods like the Day, a Master o'er a Slave, 

A Presence which is not to be put by; 

Thou little Child, yet glorious in the might 
Of heaven-bom freedom on thy beings height. 

Why with suck earnest pains dost thou provoke 
The years to bring the inevitable yoke. 

Thus blindly with thy blessedness at strife? 

Full soon thy Soul shall have her earthly freight. 
And custom lie upon thee with a weight. 

Heavy as frost, and deep almost as life! 

IX 

O joy! that in our embers 
Is something that doth live. 

That nature yet remembers 
What was so fugitive! 

The thought of our past years in me doth breed 

Perpetual benediction: not indeed 

For that which is most worthy to be blest; 

Delight and liberty, the simple creed 
Of Childhood, whether busy or at rest. 

With new-fledged hope still fluttering in his breast:— 
Not for these I raise 
The song of thanks and praise; 
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But for those obstinate questionings 
Of sense and outward things, 

Fallings from us, vanishings; 

Blank misgivings of a Creature 
Moving about in worlds not realised. 

High instincts before which our mortal Nature 
Did tremble like a guilty Thing surprised: 

But for those first affections. 

Those shadowy recollections. 

Which, be they what they may. 

Are yet the fountain light of all our day. 

Are yet a master light of all our seeing; 

Uphold us, cherish, and have power to make 
Our noisy years seem moments in the being 
Of the eternal Silence: truths that wake. 

To perish never; 

Which neither listlessness, nor mad endeavour. 

Nor Man nor Boy, 

Nor all that is at enmity with joy. 

Can utterly abolish or destroy! 

Hence in a season of calm weather. 

Though inland far we be. 

Our Souls have sight of that immortal sea 
Which brought us hither. 

Can in a moment travel thither. 

And see the Children sport upon the shore. 

And hear the mighty waters rolling evermore, 

X 

Then sing, ye Birds, sing, sing a joyous song! 

And let the young Lambs bound 
As to the iabofs sound! 

We in thought will join your throng. 

Ye that pipe and ye that play. 

Ye that through your hearts to-day 
Feel the gladness of the Mayl 
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What though the radiance which was once so bright 
Be now for ever taken from my sight, 

Though nothing can bring back the hour 
Of splendour in the grass, of glory in the flower; 

We will grieve not, rather find 
Strength in what remains behind; 

In the primal sympathy 
Which having been must ever be; 

In the soothing thoughts that spring 
Out of human suffering; 

In the faith that looks through death, 

In years that bring the philosophic mind. 

XI 

And O, ye Fountains, Meadows, Hills, and Groves, 
Forebode not any severing of our loves! 

Yet in my heart of hearts I feel your might; 

I only have relinquished one delight 
To live beneath your more habitual sway. 

I love the Brooks which down their channels fret, 
Even more than when I tripped lightly as they; 

The innocent brightness of a new-born Day 
Is lovely yet; 

The Clouds that gather round the setting sun 
Do take a sober colouring from an eye 
That hath kept watch o’er man’s mortality; 

Another race hath been, and other palms are won. 
Thanks to the human heart by which we live. 

Thanks to its tenderness, its joys, and fears, 

To me the meanest flower that blows can give 
Thoughts that do often lie too deep for tears. 

ODE ON A GRECIAN URN 

Thou still unravish’d bride of quietness. 

Thou foster-child of silence and slow time, 

Sylvan historian, who const thus express 

A flowery tale more sweetly than our rhyme: 
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What leaf-frin^d legend haunts aBout thy shape 
Of deities or mortals^ or of both. 

In T empe or the dales of Arcadyf 
What men or gods are these? What maidens loth? 

What mad pursuit? What struggle to escape? 

What pipes and timbrels? What wild ecstasy? 

Heard melodies are Sweet, but those unheard 
Are sweeter; therefore, ye soft pipes, play on; 

Not to the sensual ear, but, more endear'd. 

Pipe to the spirit ditties of no tone: 

Fair youth, beneath the trees, thou canst not leave 
Thy sdng, nor ever can those trees be bare; 

Bold Lover, never, never canst thou kiss. 

Though winning near the goal~yet, do not grieve; 

She cannot fade, though thou hast not thy bltss. 

For ever wilt thou love, and she be fair! 

Ah, happy, happy houghs! that cannot shed 
Your leaves, nor ever bid the Spring adieu; 

And, happy melodist, unwearied, 

For ever piping songs for ever new; 

More happy love! more happy, happy love! 

For ever warm and still to be enjoy'd. 

For ever panting, and for ever young; 

All breathing human passion far above, 

That leaves a heart high-sorrowful and cloy'd, 

A burning forehead, and a parching tongue. 

Who are these coming to the sacrifice? 

To what green altar, O mysterious priest, 

Lead'st thou that heifer lowing at the skies. 

And all her silken flanks with garlands drest? 

What little town by river or sea shore. 

Or mountain-built with peaceful citadeL 

Is emptied of this folk, this pious morn? 

And, little town, thy streets for evermore 
Will silent be; and not a soul to tell 

Why thou art desolate, can e'er return. 
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O Attic shape! Fair attitude! with brede 
Of marble men and maidens overwrought^ 
With forest branches and the trodden weed; 

Thou, silent form, dost tease us out of thought 
As doth eternity: Cold Pastoral! 

When old age shall this generation waste. 

Thou shall remain, in midst of other woe 
Than ours, a friend to man, to whom thou say’st. 
Beauty is truth, truth beauty,— that is all ', 

Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know. 


TEAKS, IDLE TEARS 

Tears, idle tears, I know not what they mean. 
Tears from the depth of some divine despair 
Rise in the heart, and gather to the eyes. 

In looking on the happy Autumn-fields, 

And thinking of the days that are no more. 

Fresh as the first beam glittering on a sail. 

That brings our friends up from the underworld. 
Sad as the last which reddens over one 
That sinks with all we love below the verge; 

So sad, so fresh, ike days that are no more. 

Ah, sad and strange as in dark summer dawns 
The earliest pipe of half -awakened birds 
To dying ears, when unto dying eyes 
The casement slowly grows a glimmering square; 
So sad, so strange, the days that are no more. 

Dear as remembered kisses after death. 

And sweet as those by hopeless fancy feigned 
On Ups that are for others; deep as love, 

Deep as first love, and wild with all regret; 

O Death in Life, the days that are no more. 
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AMONG SCHOOL CHILDREN* 

I 

I walk through the long schoolroom questioning; 

A kind old nun in a white hood replies; 

The children learn to cipher and to sing. 

To study reading-books and history, 

To cut and sew, be neat in everything 
In the best modern way—the children’s eyes 
In momentary wonder stare upon 
A sixty -year-old smiling public man. 

II 

1 dream of a Ledaean body, bent 
Above a sinking fire, a tale that she 
Told of a harsh reproof, or trivial event 
That changed some childish day to tragedy— 

Told, and it seemed that our two natures blent 
Into a sphere from youthful sympathy. 

Or else, to alter Plato’s parable, 

Into the yolk and white of the one shell. 

III 

And thinking of that fit of grief or rage 
I look upon one child or t’other there 
And wonder if she stood so at that age— 

For even daughters of the swan can share 
Something of every paddlePs heritage— 

And had that colour upon cheek or hair 
And thereupon my heart is driven wild: 

She stands before me as a living child. 

IV . 

Herpresentimagefioatsintoihemind— 

Did Quattrocento finger fashion it 

• William Bmler Yeaxs's The Tower. By permission of The Macmillan 
CoBipany, puhlisfc^ 
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Hollow of cheek as though it drank the wind 
And took a mess of shadows for its meatf 
And I though never of Ledaean kind 
Had pretty plumage once—enough of that, 
Better to smile on all that smile, and show 
There is a comfortable kind of old scarecrow. 

V 

What youthful mother, a shape upon her lap 
Honey of generation had betrayed. 

And that must sleep, shriek, struggle to escape 
As recollection or the drug decide. 

Would think her son, did she but see that shape 
With sixty or more winters on its head, 

,A compensation for the pang of his birth, 

Or the uncertainty of his setting forth? 

VI 

Plato thought nature but a spume that plays 
Upon a ghostly paradigm of things; 

Solider Aristotle played the taws 
Upon the bottom of a king of kings; 
World-famous golden-thighed Pythagoras 
Fingered upon a fiddlestick or strings 
What a star sang and careless Muses heard: 

Old clothes upon old sticks to scare a bird. 

VII 

Both nuns and mothers worship images. 

But those the candles light are not as those 
That animate a mother^ s reveries. 

But keep a marble or a bronze repose. 

And yet they too break hearts— O Presences 
That passion, piety or affection knows. 

And that all heavenly glory symbolise— 

O self -bom mockers of man's enterprise; 
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Labour is blossoming or dancing where 
The body is not bruised to pleasure soul, 

Nor beauty born out of its own despair. 

Nor blear-eyed wisdom out of midnight oil. 

O chestnut tree, great rooted blossomer, 

Are you the leaf, the blossom or the bolet 
O body swayed to music, O brightening glance. 
How can we know the dancer from the dancef 
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